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ABSTRACT 
 
This dissertation examines contemporary revisions of four classic fairy tales: “Snow 
White,” “Sleeping Beauty,” “Little Red Riding Hood,” and “Bluebeard,” drawing on José 
Esteban Muñoz’s concept of “disidentification” to describe the revisionary work they perform. 
Muñoz provides a model of subversion that illuminates the work done in these revisions, which 
both relish the pleasure to be found in the fantasy of fairy tales and work to short circuit their 
anachronistic ideology, to deconstruct and rewrite their heteronormative scripts. The author 
argues that fairy-tale revisions can transform the genre from within through a careful dance of 
adherence to and deviation from its formula. Their work is both formal and thematic, a 
subversion of fairy-tale form and of sexual politics. Because the fairy tale operates largely by 
encouraging identification (especially in young audiences) with certain roles, producing social 
conformity, these radical revisions resist social and sexual prescription and in so doing embrace 
and empower a range of gender and sexual identities. 
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INTRODUCTION: TIMELY, TIMELESS FAIRY TALES 
 
I must tell you a story—and there are so many, and so many … and none of them are true. Yet like children we tell 
each other stories, and to decorate them we make up these ridiculous, flamboyant, beautiful phrases. How tired I am 
of stories, how tired I am of phrases that come down beautifully with all their feet on the ground! 
—Bernard, in Virginia Woolf’s The Waves 
 
There is something comforting—if tired, as Bernard might put it—in the familiar formula 
of the fairy tale with its vague setting of “Once upon a time” and preordained ending in “happily 
ever after.” These phrases, even standing alone, are enduring and evocative, and have been co-
opted and sometimes punned upon in the titles of children’s books, graphic novels, television 
dramas, romance novels, fantasy and horror films—and, of course, in fairy-tale scholarship from 
Once Upon a Time (Max Lüthi and Marina Warner, separately) to Twice upon a Time (Elizabeth 
Wanning Harries), from Happily Ever After (Jack Zipes) to Fairy Tales and After (Roger Sale). 
Use of these stock phrases immediately signals engagement and often play with these old stories. 
They are everywhere: from Disney’s massively successful fairy-tale adaptations, particularly 
2013’s Frozen (a sequel to which has already been announced), to advertisements, including this 
spring’s “Red Rider: Little Advice,” a GEICO commercial promoting its mobile app (2016). But, 
as Kate sings in Avenue Q, “there’s a fine, fine line / between a fairy tale and a lie”: young 
women dream of “fairy-tale” romances, but “fairy tale” can also indicate an intentionally 
misleading story. These co-existing uses of the term suggest our simultaneous rejection of and 
fascination by the fairy tale (Lüthi, Once Upon a Time 21). 
Despite—or perhaps because of—the fairy tale’s familiarity and omnipresence, it has 
proved difficult to define. Indeed, Harries claims that there is “[n]othing more difficult than to 
try to define the fairy tale in twenty-five words or less, and all dictionaries fail miserably” (6). 
Part of this difficulty stems from “fairy” itself, which is something of a misnomer. Iona and Peter 
Opie, in the introduction to their collection of classic fairy tales, concede that “a fairy tale is 
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seldom a tale about fairy-folk, and does not necessarily even feature a fairy,” stipulating that “it 
does contain an enchantment or other supernatural element that is clearly imaginary” (18). This 
is generally held to be the distinguishing feature of fairy tales; a subset of folk tales, fairy tales 
take the magical as “a necessary and ubiquitous precondition.” The magical might take the form 
of “metamorphic transformations, loquacious animals, enchanting spells and[/or] improbable 
feats,” but, crucially, in the fairy tale magic is unquestioned, an accepted and normative feature 
of life (Teverson 29, 30). Given this, in order to resolve the apparent mismatch between signifier 
and signified, it is useful to think of “fairy” as referring not to the fantastic creatures given that 
name but rather as functioning metonymically as a signifier of the magical world in which such 
creatures reside (Jones 9). It is also fitting that “fairy” links the genre etymologically to the 
feminine fates (Warner, From the Beast to the Blonde 14-15) given these tales’ tendency to cast 
young women as their protagonists. The fairy tale offers a way of talking about how the past 
lives on in the present and in the unconscious, continuing to exert its influence even when we 
cannot see it. 
In the ancient world, myths were sacred texts that told the stories behind life’s mysteries. 
Myths privilege the male perspective and maintain a hierarchy of sacred over sexual, gods over 
men, and public over private. “Put simply,” Bruno Bettelheim writes in his groundbreaking work 
The Uses of Enchantment, “the dominant feeling a myth conveys is: this is absolutely unique; it 
could not have happened to any other person, or in any other setting; such events are grandiose, 
awe-inspiring, and could not possibly happen to an ordinary mortal like you or me.” Most 
scholars believe that fairy tales, too, can be traced back to antiquity. Zipes suggests that early 
fairy tales were the counter-culture versions of mythology; if myths were sacred, fairy tales were 
“profane conveyor[s] of religious experience” (Fairy Tale as Myth 3). They are less lofty in their 
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aims, depicting the domestic lives of individuals (especially young women), refusing to locate 
their magic in a higher power, and often conflating the sexual with the spiritual. The interest of 
fairy tales in the “trivial” is, according to Bettelheim, the very source of their appeal. They bring 
untouchable myths down to earth, telling stories “about everyman, people very much like us” 
(40) that are inherently optimistic; their promise of “happily ever after” is one that we can hope 
to realize in our lives, too. 
In his Morphology of the Folktale, Vladimir Propp writes, “[a]ll fairy tales are of one 
type in regard to their structure” (23), a declaration that had significant ramifications for fairy-
tale studies in the decades following (particularly after its translation into English).1 Many 
scholars, attempting to theorize the allure of fairy tales, have found it in this simplicity and 
predictability, which they say makes them universal. Lüthi claims that “[t]he fairy tale conquers 
time by ignoring it” (Once Upon a Time 44); he finds its short form and its fantasy inherently 
inclusive (The European Folktale 79). Marie-Louise von Franz concurs, calling the fairy tale 
“the purest and simplest expression of collective unconscious psychic processes” and “beyond 
cultural and racial differences.” She concludes that the language of fairy tales seems “the 
international language of all mankind [sic]—of all ages and of all races and cultures” (1, 18). 
Even Angela Carter echoes this sentiment when she writes that the fairy tale “belongs to the 
timeless, international zone of poetry” (“The German Legends” 465). There is something 
undeniably appealing in the idea that these old stories, mythology for the everyman, carry 
timeless and universal truths and that they can help us to better understand ourselves regardless 
of our sex, age, ethnicity, or class.  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
1 Indeed, the opening of this introduction, in referring to a fairy-tale formula, owes something to Propp’s work.  
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What is appealing in these approaches, though, is also what makes them untenable: they 
ignore the social and historical contexts in which classic fairy tales were produced and 
disseminated, often failing to differentiate even between oral and literary tales. Of particular 
concern for the purposes of this project is their widespread failure to account for gender 
differences. Propp, for instance, only examined tales with male protagonists and failed to 
recognize the ways in which patriarchal ideology necessarily infiltrated his work, leading him to 
see “culturally specific models of gendered behaviour (active prince, passive princess) as 
structurally normative” (Teverson 103); Warner goes so far as to call such structuralist 
taxonomies “self-defeating” (Once Upon a Time xxi). Bettelheim, too, showed gender bias, or 
“blindness” in Kay Stone’s idiom, writing almost exclusively about the male child and 
suggesting that his conclusions applied equally to female children.2  
The universalizing impulse found in this type of fairy-tale scholarship, Zipes argues, is 
willfully naïve, even misleading: “the fairy tale must appear harmless, natural, eternal, 
ahistorical, therapeutic. We are to live and breathe the classical fairy tale as fresh, free air. We 
are led to believe that this air has not been contaminated and polluted by a social class that will 
not name itself” (Fairy Tale as Myth 7). Zipes’ response to this kind of scholarship is 
unequivocal; as if the offense it constitutes is personal, he “lament[s] the manner in which other 
scholars … collaps[e] the distinctions [between oral and literary folk tales] while generating 
fuzzy psychological and formalist theories” (Why Fairy Tales Stick xii). Donald Haase, with 
similar zeal, calls the notion of an asocial, ahistorical fairy tale “ridiculous.” Referring most 
pointedly to Bettelheim but also to others who share this impulse, he writes, “[t]heir unfortunate 
success lies in their reassuring appeal to our humanity, to the soothing promise that both human 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
2 See also Jack Zipes’ “On the Uses and Abuses of Folk and Fairy Tales with Children.” 
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beings and values transcend time and space. In other words, as vessels of purportedly universal 
human truths, fairy tales belong to us all.” He takes issue with this view of fairy tales which 
“prescribe[s] forms of thought and behavior, and modes and models of humanity, that are meant 
to be normative,” which hold that “fairy tales are supposed to depict or prescribe for us what is 
true, as well as what forms of behavior are typical, normal, and acceptable” (“Yours, Mine, or 
Ours?” 358, 360). Such an understanding of the fairy tale lends it incredible—and potentially 
dangerous—power. This is not to say there is no value in the formative work of scholars like 
Propp and Bettelheim, who identify and explore patterns and symbols of significance within the 
genre, but rather that their work must be tempered with a consideration of the contexts in which 
now-canonical classic fairy tales were produced. 
The importance of considering the conditions in which classic tales were told, written, 
and circulated is now well established, and has been explored extensively in works such as 
Warner’s From the Beast to the Blonde, Maria Tatar’s The Hard Facts of the Grimms’ Fairy 
Tales, Canepa’s Out of the Woods, and many others. In Why Fairy Tales Stick, for example, 
Zipes—perhaps the most prolific proponent of reading fairy tales in their social and historical 
contexts—discusses the popularity of fairy tales in France in the late seventeenth century. These 
classic tales, he explains,  
spoke to the conflicts and predicaments that arose out of the attempts by social 
orders to curb and “civilize” our instinctual drives. The oral and literary fairy tales 
enunciated, articulated, and communicated feelings in efficient metaphorical 
terms that enabled listeners and readers to envision possible solutions to their 
problems so that they could survive and adapt to their environments. (xii) 
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Thus, “Little Red Riding Hood” as penned by Perrault when writing for an adult, courtly French 
audience differs from the Grimms’ “Little Red Cap,” which was recorded and revised as part of 
the Grimms’ nationalistic, German celebration of the folk and intended (eventually) for a mixed 
audience; as Benjamin memorably puts it, “traces of the storyteller cling to the story the way the 
handprints of the potter cling to the clay vessel” (367). To treat fairy tales as ossified is to ignore 
that change has always been a feature of the genre. As Warner beautifully puts it, a “fairytale 
[sic] doesn’t exist in a fixed form; it’s something like a tune that can migrate from a symphony to 
a penny whistle” (“How fairytales grew up”). This elasticity allows fairy tales to “accommodate 
a wide variety of interpretations” (The Classic Fairy Tales xiv), and effectively guarantees that 
fairy tales will never go out of style. 
Having questioned the adequacy of universalizing interpretations (which take fairy tales 
to be fixed), I must now concede that there is indeed something timeless about the genre. The 
combination of this timelessness with the timeliness stressed by Zipes and others distinguishes 
the fairy tale from folk tales more generally. Ernst Bloch explains, 
the fairy tale narrates a wish-fulfillment which is not bound by its own time and 
the apparel of its contents. In contrast to the folktale, which is always tied to a 
particular locale, the fairy tale remains unbound. Not only does the fairy tale 
remain as fresh as longing and love, but the evil demons that abound in fairy tales 
are still at work in the present, and the happiness of “once upon a time,” which is 
even more abundant in the fairy tale, still affects our visions of the future. (167) 
The formulaic and apparently distancing “Once upon a time,” Lüthi convincingly argues, does 
not focus on a tale’s setting in the past but rather suggests that “it can and will continually occur” 
(Once Upon a Time 47), keeping the fairy tale “fresh.” Though the content of fairy tales may be 
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fantastic, the fears and desires they express are still ours; their vague promise of “happily ever 
after” continues to appeal. The simplicity of their formula makes fairy tales instantly 
recognizable and readily customizable, and, as such, they have been revisited countless times and 
to very different ends. 
 Though the folk tale is not an inherently moral form (Teverson 19), the fairy-tale formula 
lends itself to prescription, as Zipes and Haase warn, and so fairy tales have long been a means 
of propagating social and sexual tradition. Many of the best-known (in the United States) 
versions of classic fairy tales were popularized by male authors and serve to inscribe patriarchal 
values, thus establishing the association in our minds between fairy tales and conservative moral 
instruction, even didacticism. These tales are frequently directed overtly at women and, in an 
attempt to preserve patriarchal (or “phallic”) power, such fairy tales insist on suppressing female 
agency and warn against the evils to which women are susceptible (Kristeva 70). As Zipes puts 
it, “the fairy tale as genre sets parameters for a discourse of the mores, values, gender, and power 
in the civilizing process” (Fairy Tale as Myth 8): such tales hold up marriage as the pinnacle of a 
woman’s life, instruct young women in appropriate sexual behavior, punish female curiosity, and 
endorse the nuclear family. The values espoused in such tales are doggedly heteronormative, and 
the inevitable union of prince and princess in so many tales’ ends is a very limiting social 
prescription for young readers. 
 Despite this, Kay Turner and Pauline Greenhill conclude that the fairy-tale genre is “the 
queerest of them all” and remind us that some tales “present a choice to turn away from 
heteronormativity” (3, 9). Stella Bolaki calls fairy tales “promiscuous” (181). They frequently 
include obvious (if coded) discussions of sex and desire (as explored extensively by Bettelheim), 
and lurking beneath their often conservative manifest content is abundant radical potential. If 
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some tales circumscribe desire and dictate behavior, others imagine how things might be 
different (Teverson 48), thus serving as correctives that help to balance the genre. The apparently 
inextinguishable demand for fairy tales across centuries has led to myriad retellings of classic 
fairy tales, some relatively straightforward, some radical, and nearly all making overt comment 
on the genre itself, which Teverson notes has always been dialogical (9). Though it is tempting to 
consider such self-awareness a necessarily postmodern feature of fairy-tale retellings, Harries 
reminds us, “play and critique have been part of the genre of the literary tale almost from the 
beginning” (16). In a genre that is constantly being rewritten, self-referentiality is almost a 
requisite feature. 
 While fairy tales have been regularly updated almost since their inception, the appearance 
of revisions has exploded in recent decades as artists find “surrealistic charm in presenting old, 
fairy-tale materials in modern disguise (or, also, in divesting them of their apparel)” (Bloch 168).  
Because fairy tales continue to inform our cultural norms, they have the potential to perform 
important work on them when they resist the conservative values with which they have so often 
been imbued. By approaching old tales from a new perspective, these re-visions allow us to “see 
again” as they open up the possibilities allowed in the tales. Building on the genre’s long history 
of self-referentiality, Cristina Bacchilega finds that postmodern retellings in particular “hold 
mirrors to the magic mirror of the fairy tale, playing with its framed images out of a desire to 
multiply its refractions and to expose its artifices.” And just as gender was a key site of 
instruction in many early versions of classic tales—indeed, because it was—“gender is almost 
inevitably the privileged place for articulating these de-naturalizing strategies” (Postmodern 
Fairy Tales 23-24). This evolving commentary on gender works not only to illuminate our 
current world, but to permanently alter the idyllic world in which fairy tales are set. 
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In what has become a foundational text for studies in intertextuality and adaptation, T. S. 
Eliot claims that “not only the best, but the most individual parts of [an artist’s] work may be 
those in which the dead poets, his ancestors, assert their immorality most vigorously.” He 
explains, 
what happens when a new work of art is created is something that happens 
simultaneously to all the works of art which preceded it. The existing monuments 
form an ideal order among themselves, which is modified by the introduction of 
the new (the really new) work of art among them. (37-38) 
Eliot assigns incredible transformative power to artists who choose to revisit existing texts in 
their own work, essentially claiming that influence works in two directions and finding enormous 
creative potential in such an approach. As if to epitomize Eliot’s claims, postmodern fairy-tale 
revisions, in blurring genre and gender boundaries, undermine the authority of canonical (e.g. 
Perrault’s and the Grimms’) fairy tales (Bacchilega 50 and Preston 211-212). Thus, the 
postmodern fairy-tale retelling is, to borrow Linda Hutcheon’s catchy turns of phrase, “a 
derivation that is not derivative—a work that is second without being secondary” (9). Jessica 
Tiffin finds in fairy-tale revisions in particular an imperatively critical mode which “becomes a 
necessary dialogue between its own specific instance, and the (unreal) textual expectations of 
fairy tales in general” (23). Even the most drastic of revisions necessarily looks to the past in 
order to imagine alternatives; thus, the work of adaptation extends and transforms—but does not 
break—fairy-tale tradition. 
Women—creators of most, but not all, of the fairy-tale revisions examined in this 
dissertation—have found in the adaptive mode particular power for addressing and combatting 
their disenfranchisement. Adrienne Rich, in an apparent response not only to Ibsen’s play (from 
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which she takes her title: “When We Dead Awaken: Writing as Re-Vision”) but also to Eliot’s 
androcentric take on literary tradition, calls “entering an old text from a new critical direction … 
an act of survival” for women (18), and urges women to “know [the writing of the past] 
differently than we have ever known it; not to pass on a tradition but to break its hold over us” 
(19). Carter, in a much-quoted parenthetical, professes, “I am all for putting new wine in old 
bottles, especially if the pressure of the new wine makes the old bottles explode” (“Notes from 
the Front Line” 36). The overtly political nature of her work is evident when she calls the literary 
past “a vast repository of outmoded lies, where you can check out what lies used to be à la mode 
and find the old lies on which new lies have been based” and explains that 
it is so enormously important for women to write fiction as women – it is part of 
the slow process of decolonialising our language and our basic habits of thought 
… it has to do with the creation of a means of expression for an infinitely greater 
variety of experience than has been possible heretofore, to say things for which no 
language previously existed. (42) 
The anger beneath these sentiments is almost palpable, and it suggests the desperate need for and 
incredible power of women retelling—perhaps exploding—old stories that serve the interests of 
men. Zipes underscores the offenses to which women writers of fairy tales respond with a 
pleonastic list, describing “a society filled with collusion, complicity, violence, mutilation, 
prejudice, lies, deceit, and illusion” (Relentless Progress 138). Their work, he says, is a reminder 
that “nobody lived happily ever after … and nobody will live happily ever after unless we 
change not only fairy-tale writing but social and economic conditions that further exploitative 
and oppressive relations among sexes, races, and social classes” (129). Because these tales are so 
pervasive and are instrumental in shaping our ideas about social and sexual roles, they must be 
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radically revised, not merely recycled, in order to provoke real change, or at the very least to 
initiate conversations about such change. Taken together, Rich’s and Carter’s stirring calls-to-
action demonstrate the urgent need for fairy tales to be adapted to reflect and respond to an 
increasingly diverse world. 
Somewhere in between Eliot’s veneration of tradition and Rich’s rejection of it lie a 
number of recent and ambivalent fairy-tale retellings. These tales signal their status as 
adaptations, most often even in their titles; complete departure from their forerunners would 
render them unrecognizable as such. And so while the relationship between hyper- and hypotext 
can be a strained one, an author’s choice to rewrite a classic fairy tale instead of creating an 
entirely new one suggests the lingering affection for these tales. To suggest that contemporary 
fairy-tale revisions have an ambivalent relationship to their classic predecessors is to put oneself 
in very good company, as a brief survey of representative scholarship demonstrates: Warner, 
describing Carter’s relationship to classic fairy tales in Once Upon a Time, writes that she found 
in them “profoundly disturbing symptoms of men’s assumed hegemony and women’s collusion 
with their oppression and sexual exploitation.” Even so, she notes, Carter “loves the stories and 
spent time translating them as well as responding to them” (141). To revisit classic fairy tales, 
Warner rightly suggests, implies affection for them; thus, even the most critical of responses has 
in it love for the work that inspired it. Haase, in Fairy Tales and Feminism, reminds fairy-tale 
scholars interpreting classic and revisionist fairy tales to “be attentive to that struggle—that is, to 
the ambivalence with which women writers and other creative artists often approach the genre. 
Revisionist mythmaking, after all, enacts ambivalence by simultaneously rejecting and 
embracing the fairy tale” (30). The work performed by the radical fairy-tale revisions of the 
twentieth and twenty-first centuries, he suggests, cannot be understood without attending to these 
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seemingly contradictory impulses. Stephen Benson, in the introduction to Contemporary Fiction 
and the Fairy Tale, explains that contemporary fiction works to break down binaries while 
classic fairy tales serve rather to keep them in place. Their combination (the titular contemporary 
fairy tales), then, constitutes “a mutually transformative relationship of backward glances, 
revisionary updatings, wild anachronisms, and imaginary futures” (4). Merja Makinen, in her 
essay in that volume, describes postmodern fairy-tale fiction as deploying a “complex and 
complicated meshing of parody and pastiche, of critique and redeployment” that can “conserve 
and/or contest dominant cultures and/or the cultural values of the intertexts” (161). Her ands and 
ors indicate the varied interests and modes found in contemporary fairy-tale revisions; though 
she does not use the word, fiction that both “conserve[s] and contest[s]” is, by definition, 
ambivalent. Bacchilega, too, finds ambivalence in “postmodern transformations of the fairy tale” 
which she writes,  
are doubling and double: both affirmative and questioning, without necessarily 
being recuperative or politically subversive … repetition functions as reassurance 
within the tale, but this very same compulsion to repeat the tale explodes its 
coherence as well-made artifice … the postmodern fairy tale’s dissemination of 
multiple possible versions is strangely powerful—all retellings, re-interpretations, 
and revisions may appear to be equally authorized as well as unauthorized. 
(Postmodern Fairy Tales 22-3) 
Here, she not only joins others who have noted the contradictory impulses behind fairy-tale 
revisions, but locates their power precisely in their troubled relationship to classic fairy tales. 
They elicit what Hutcheon calls “the pleasure [of] the palimpsest” (116), the distinctive joy of 
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experiencing multiple texts simultaneously. Ambivalence, then, is not just a characteristic of, but 
almost a defining feature of radical fairy-tale revisions. 
These examples also serve as an introduction to the plethora of words that have been 
deployed to characterize these tales: they are retellings, revisions, adaptations, interpretations, 
critiques; described as postmodern, contemporary, revisionist, affirming, questioning, powerful. 
To distinguish conservative versions from radical ones, Jack Zipes refers to “duplicates” and 
“revisions”; the former simply replicate the classic tales while the latter find fault in the original 
and seek to correct it (Fairy Tale as Myth 8). Bacchilega takes issue with the binary logic on 
which Zipes’ distinctions rely. These fairy-tale transformations are multivocal, she writes, and 
she prefers “adaptation” to “emphasize that the fairy-tale web is not only an inter/hypertextual, 
but also an intermedial and multimedial, symptomatic, and possibly transformative reading 
practice” (Fairy Tales Transformed? 35). As the title of her second monograph indicates, she 
finds in “postmodern” the proper adjective to describe these adaptations. Harries prefers 
“compact” and “complex,” categorizing tales not based on their age (e.g., though Perrault and the 
Grimms write the epitomic “compact” tales, Basile’s even older tales are “complex”) but rather 
on their intricacy and the nuance of their ideology and demonstrated awareness of the fairy-tale 
genre (16). While there is general agreement, then, that the relationship between these 
contemporary fairy tales and their classic predecessors is generally an ambivalent one, there is 
clearly little consensus on the best terms to use when discussing them. 
 In this dissertation, I will often make use of terms coined by Gérard Genette to 
characterize literary “palimpsests,” referring to fairy-tale hypo- (earlier texts that serve as source 
for later ones) and hypertexts (those which allude to/derive from earlier [hypo]texts) (5). I find 
the neutrality of these terms useful; their distinction is simply that of under/over and need not be 
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hierarchical: the hypotext lies “underneath” in that the hypertext returns and responds to it, 
writing “over” it. Each can be understood separately, though one’s understanding of the 
hypertext will be richer when it includes knowledge of its hypotext(s) for, though the hypertext is 
“invested with a meaning that is autonomous and thus in some manner sufficient,” Genette 
writes, “sufficient does not mean exhaustive … The hypertext thus always stands to gain by 
having its hypertextual status perceived—even when that gain is assessed in negative terms” 
(397, 398). These terms avoid applying the problematic and privileging label of “original” to 
early versions of tales—none of which should truly be labeled as such, certainly not the versions 
from Perrault and the Grimms on which I will focus—and suggest an explicit adaptive 
relationship, as will be the case for each of the hypertexts examined here. These terms also allow 
a certain degree of flexibility, suggesting that the named hypotexts are the primary, but not 
necessarily the only, texts to which these hypertexts respond.3 Because I am interested in tales 
which more or less explicitly profess their status as adaptations, I will also refer to them as such, 
or as “retellings” or “revisions” of the earlier tales. The hypertexts I have assembled are 
particularly compelling because they constitute radical (enacting change “from the root”) 
revisions of early, more conservative versions. 
 Even as these radical revisions relish the pleasure to be found in the fantasy of fairy tales, 
they work to short circuit their anachronistic ideology, to deconstruct and rewrite their 
heteronormative scripts. To this end, rather than relying heavily on the terminology provided by 
fairy-tale scholars like Bacchilega and Zipes, useful though it is, I have found in José Esteban 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
3 Of course, a second definition of hypertext, as an electronic text including (hyper)links to other sources, is now 
more generally known. In fact, these fairy-tale hypertexts resemble those hypertexts in the references they 
accumulate and, in at least one case (Coover’s Briar Rose, discussed in chapter two), exist online as hypertext. 
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Muñoz’s work a surprisingly precise description of the work performed by these tales (surprising 
because he works not on fairy tales but on queer performance). “Disidentification,” he writes 
is the third mode of dealing with dominant ideology, one that neither opts to 
assimilate within such a structure nor strictly opposes it; rather, disidentification is 
a strategy that works on and against dominant ideology. Instead of buckling under 
the pressures of dominant ideology (identification, assimilation) or attempting to 
break free of its inescapable sphere (counteridentification, utopianism), this 
‘working on and against’ is a strategy that tries to transform a cultural logic from 
within, always laboring to enact permanent structural change while at the same 
time valuing the importance of local or everyday struggles of resistance. 
(Disidentifications 11) 
This description has in it echoes of Eliot’s “Tradition in the Individual Talent”; by extension, it 
suggests that fairy-tale revisions can transform the genre from within through a careful dance of 
adherence to and deviation from its formula. Muñoz’s work in Disidentifications provides a 
model of subversion that illuminates the work done in these revisions, which expose the 
“universalizing and exclusionary mechanisms” of the classic fairy tale, “recircuit[ing] its 
workings to account for, include, and empower minority identities and identifications” (31). 
Their work is both formal and thematic, a subversion of fairy-tale form and of sexual politics. 
Disidentification is powerful precisely because it is not simple or automatic resistance (or, in 
Muñoz’s words above, counteridentification or utopianism), which provokes entrenchment and 
proves inadequate. The ambivalence of disidentification is creative, constructive, and productive; 
in its nuance, it can enact real and lasting change. The fairy tale operates largely through 
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encouraging identification (especially in young audiences) with certain roles, which produces 
social conformity. Disidentification, then, is a crucial means of regaining autonomy. 
The disidentificatory fairy-tale revisions assembled here look to the past—particularly, to 
fairy tales as penned by Perrault and the Grimms—in order to critique the present—the 
continued reliance on hierarchical binary oppositions which circumscribe female identity and 
desire—and help us to imagine the future—a place admittedly not perfect, but at least somewhat 
more inclusive (34). More specifically, I will argue that while Perrault and the Grimms wrote 
tales that dictated acceptable social and sexual behavior for women and warned of the costs of 
transgressing these dictates, these revisions, though they resist didacticism and explore a world 
of murkier morals and greater freedom for women to embrace non-normative identity and 
desires, do not occupy a utopian position. While these retellings “account for, include, and 
empower” their heroines, they do not imagine for them a world free of misogyny. By instead 
placing these fairy-tale characters in our own world, they work against its pervasive 
heteronormative mandate. While critical of the patriarchal ideology undergirding the Grimms’ 
and Perrault’s tales, these retellings often perform a kind of restorative work, returning to earlier 
and lesser-known versions of the tales which feature strong and cunning heroines. Thus, they 
perform important work not only by addressing relevant issues of identity and desire, but by 
explicitly revising the fairy-tale canon in precisely the way Eliot suggested art can. 
 Charles Perrault and Jacob and Wilhem Grimm are largely responsible for popularizing 
fairy tales as we know them today. Their versions have been well preserved and are the 
acknowledged or unacknowledged hypotexts to myriad fairy-tale hypertexts, faithful or 
otherwise. Iona and Peter Opie call Perrault’s 1697 Histoires ou Contes du Temps Passé 
unmatched in its immediate success and continued popularity. They generously write that 
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Perrault “accepted fairy tales at their own level … without feeling they required any 
aggrandizement” with the qualification that “he did end each tale with a rhymed moralité” (26). 
However, Perrault is blamed for initiating within fairy tales a discussion of gender relations that 
too often “reinforce[s] patriarchal and patronizing notions of gender and power” (Zipes, 
“Introduction” xvii). Perrault’s heroines, Teverson writes 
are often passive figures awaiting revival at the hands of a bold prince (Sleeping 
Beauty), self-sacrificing models of virtue and chastity who triumph because of 
their willingness to conform to the patriarchal order (Cinderella), or wayward 
women who have drifted out of the orbit of patriarchal control and who need to be 
chastised for their curiosity or their disobedience (Little Red Riding Hood, 
Bluebeard’s wife). The heroines of d’Aulnoy, Lhéritier and Bernard, by contrast, 
remain complex and ambiguous figures … they are invariably the active subjects 
in their stories, rather than the docile objects of male reward … (58) 
It is not fair to say that Perrault’s tales existed strictly as moral primers, stripped of their fun; in 
fact, they often enacted subtle and wry critiques of courtly culture. Even so, their legacy is their 
simple form and their too-tidy morals, both of which many artists have felt compelled to rethink 
in their own tales.  
 The Grimms actually praised the beauty of Perrault’s fairy tales in the preface to their first 
edition of Kinder- und Hausmärchen, published more than a hundred years after his collection in 
1812, though theirs was a nationalistic project intended to celebrate the German volk. Their 
simple folk tales, rendered appropriate for the moral education of children, arguably affected our 
ideas about and expectations of fairy tales even more than did Perrault’s (Harries 45). For all 
their insistence that their goal was to preserve the oral folk tales, they “actively and deliberately” 
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altered their material (Tatar, The Hard Facts 30) by, for example, purging it of erotic and sexual 
content, making their protagonists conform to the normative gender roles dictated by patriarchy, 
and giving them “a ‘homey’ or Bidermeier flavor by the use of diminutives, quaint expressions, 
and cute descriptions” (Zipes, The Brothers Grimm 46), even as they allowed or amplified the 
violence contained in the tales. Tatar calls sex and violence the “hard core” of the Grimms’ tales, 
and while their versions may sometimes seem mild in comparison to Perrault’s—their Red 
survives, for instance, while Perrault’s is never rescued from the wolf’s belly—they nevertheless 
perpetuate a problematic gender dichotomy that insists on female purity and passivity.  
 The revisions examined in the chapters that follow respond to the conservatism and 
didacticism of these tales. Carter complains that Perrault takes the wondrous content of fairy 
tales, that which constitutes “the rarest show of our unconscious,” and “subsume[s it] … into a 
project for worldly instruction (“The Better to Eat You With” 453), bringing the magic down to 
earth in order to control women’s behavior. Anne Sexton specifies that her often disturbing “odd 
tales … transform the Brothers Grimm” (“The Gold Key” ll. 46-47), foregrounding and 
escalating the sexual violence which some of their tales tried to cover over. For the purposes of 
this project, I have taken a particular interest in “Snow White,” “Sleeping Beauty,” “Bluebeard,” 
and “Little Red Riding Hood,” each of which features a heroine expected to look and to act in a 
particular way; that is, to conform to aesthetic and sexual norms as dictated to her by men 
(Perrault and/or the Grimms). When she transgresses—as in “Bluebeard” and “Little Red Riding 
Hood”—or even when she doesn’t—as in “Snow White” and “Sleeping Beauty”—she pays a 
price. These tales significantly circumscribe female identity, desire, and behavior, threatening 
suffering or even death when their rules are transgressed. Disidentificatory revisions of these 
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tales by contemporary authors and filmmakers may radically alter their hypotexts, but they do 
not imagine an escape from the inherent costs of being a woman.  
In my opening chapter, “The Beauty Myth of ‘Snow White,’” I look first to Giambattista 
Basile’s “The Young Slave,” an early version of what has become “Snow White.” Next, I 
consider Disney’s Snow White and the Seven Dwarfs a hypotext as critical as Perrault’s and the 
Grimms’ for the revisions that have followed. The trio of colors featured in Perrault’s and the 
Grimms’ versions of this tale, I suggest, stands in for a larger discourse on female beauty which, 
Tatar notes, “may be superficial, but in fairy tales … is always also more than skin deep” 
(Enchanted Hunters 73), prescribing behavior as much as appearance. In “The Snow Child,” 
Carter focuses less on this prescription than on the threat of men’s sexual appetites; Donald 
Barthelme in Snow White, on the other hand, presents a heroine complicit in her sexualization, a 
Snow White who regularly has sex with each of the dwarves in turn in their shower. His novella 
exposes the hypocrisy of a society obsessed at once with sex and cleanliness—that is, the society 
from which arise fairy tales like “Snow White.” Helen Oyeyemi’s novel boy, snow, bird 
investigates the fiction of race and the association of whiteness with beauty. In this “passing” 
narrative, both racial and gender distinctions are revealed to be super- and artificial. Pablo 
Berger’s 2012 film Blancanieves enacts an even more radical disidentification with its 
predecessors, imagining Snow White as a gender non-conforming matadora alongside a troupe 
of dwarves; it destabilizes strict gender categories and explores the relationship of disability and 
animality to ideal femininity and masculinity. While each of these revisions resists the 
prescription found in Perrault and the Grimms, the alternatives they offer are limited; none of 
their heroines escapes unscathed. 
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 “Snow White” is closely related to another tale, “Sleeping Beauty.” While it, too, 
promotes a particular standard of female beauty (and passivity), it adds to this dictate a stark 
warning about the danger posed by men. In chapter two, “Passive Princesses and Predatory 
Princes in ‘Sleeping Beauty,’” I note Perrault’s and the Grimms’ deliberate sanitization of 
Basile’s “Sun, Moon, and Talia,” (which considerably predates their versions) in which the 
sleeping woman is raped and impregnated by her “prince.” Given this, many revisions’ 
disidentification with Perrault and the Grimms is also a return to—and further disidentification 
with—Basile’s text, exploring its romanticization of the fundamentally exploitative heterosexual 
relationship. Sexton’s “Briar Rose (Sleeping Beauty)” uses the familiar fairy tale to represent the 
trauma of father-daughter incest; Robert Coover’s formally experimental novella, Briar Rose, 
tells the story over and over, subjecting its protagonist to myriad physical and sexual abuses; and 
Julia Leigh’s film Sleeping Beauty makes an important disidentificatory critique of the tale’s 
treatment of youthful female beauty when its protagonist is rendered a passive and unknowing 
recipient of aging men’s lustful, and sometimes sadistic, urges. Olga Broumas’ “Sleeping 
Beauty” offers an alternative to the troubling heterosexual model in the mutuality and equality of 
the lesbian relationship, but finds little tolerance for it in a homophobic world. Ultimately, these 
retellings expose the implicit sexual violation in the classic fairy tale and the double standard 
(women must be sexually comatose while men can act upon their carnal urges) which it 
reinforces. 
 In my third chapter, “Taming the Beast in ‘Little Red Riding Hood,’” I look first to “The 
Story of Grandmother,” an important precursor to the now better-known versions of the tale that 
features a cunning and resourceful heroine who escapes the wolf. Perrault’s and the Grimms’ 
more familiar versions of this tale differ significantly—Perrault doesn’t even let his Red live—
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but both serve to prescribe appropriate social and sexual behavior for young women, warning 
them to stay on the path and not to speak to wolves. In their hands, it is more fairly labeled a 
cautionary tale. Carter’s trio of short-story responses to (primarily) Perrault’s tale and her 1985 
film collaboration with Neil Jordan encourage women to stray from the path, to regard the 
prescriptions of fairy tales with skepticism, and to embrace rather than fear the beast (desire) 
within. Sexton’s is a sympathetic rendering of the wolf, showing that his deception (of presenting 
himself as Red’s grandmother) has its correlate in the everyday deceptions we practice when 
presenting our best selves to the world. Broumas’ is a mournful poetic response; she finds in the 
metaphor of the path a means to convey the limitations of her lesbian lifestyle which necessitates 
isolation for self-protection. Each of these retellings complicates the black-and-while moral code 
of earlier versions, attempting to reclaim a space for female desire.  
“Bluebeard” is Perrault’s tale, the most disturbing and least-known addressed in this 
dissertation. In my final chapter, “The Cost of Curiosity in ‘Bluebeard,’” I look at the 
punishment of female curiosity in Perrault’s tale as well in variants of “Bluebeard” included in 
the Grimms’ collection (“The Robber Bridegroom” and “The Fitcher’s Bird”) and Joseph 
Jacobs’ related English version, “Mr. Fox.” All of these stories present the heterosexual 
relationship as inherently adversarial, pitting husband and wife against one another. Revisions of 
these hypotexts have found in the heroine’s fear her strength. In Carter’s “The Bloody 
Chamber,” the implied sexual dimension of her curiosity is foregrounded, and her eventual 
rescue comes not at the hands of her brothers, but her pistol-wielding mother. Catherine 
Breillat’s 2009 film, Barbe bleue is a far more “faithful” adaptation than its peers in this chapter, 
but it at once visually exaggerates Bluebeard’s power over his wife and renders him surprisingly 
sympathetic, finding in female competition (and specifically sibling rivalry) another site of 
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violence. Oyeyemi’s 2011 novel Mr. Fox exemplifies postmodern self-awareness; in it, the 
murders of women happen in fiction, though this imaginative violence proves nearly as 
dangerous as the real thing. While these revisions restore much of the strength of the folktale 
heroine to their own, their heroines fare little better than their forerunners, suggesting that the 
violence of “Bluebeard” persists. 
 At the heart of fairy tales, many have suggested, lies hope: bell hooks found in fairy tales 
a just world that gave her hope (“To Love Justice”), Ruth Bottigheimer writes that they remain 
relevant because they “allude to deep hopes” and “present illusions of happiness to come” (13), 
Makinen calls them “survival stories with hope” (27), and Warner goes so far as to call hope a 
defining characteristic of the genre (Once Upon a Time xxiii). Certainly, the hope these tales 
offer is part of the pleasure they provide. But they are also warnings. Perhaps this is unsurprising 
when they are put in the hands of Perrault and the Grimms; “Follow the rules or you’ll pay,” 
their tales warn. But even the most radical revisions cannot offer true utopia; “Resist the rules—
and you’ll still pay,” they counter. In this way, they defy our expectation and shake our belief in 
a guaranteed ending in “happily ever after.” 
When Bernard complains in The Waves that he is tired of stories and phrases “that come 
down beautifully with their feet on the ground” (238), he is railing against the artifice of 
language which too often erases the messiness of real life; no doubt he would object mightily to 
the fairy-tale formula that promises neat and happy endings. “Life is not susceptible,” he muses, 
“to the treatment we give it when we try to tell it” (267); by the novel’s end he no longer seeks 
the perfect phrase but “a howl; a cry” (295). The disidentificatory revisions examined here still 
rely on words to tell their stories—but perhaps, in their messiness, come closer to the honest 
howl Bernard was looking for.
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CHAPTER 1: THE BEAUTY MYTH OF “SNOW WHITE” 
As is the case with many fairy tales, it is virtually impossible to locate a single origin 
story for “Snow White.” In fact, the myriad variants of this tale told around the world have been 
“eclipsed,” Tatar writes, by Walt Disney’s 1937 film Snow White and the Seven Dwarfs (The 
Classic Fairy Tales 74), making it an or the obvious hypotext to which many revisions respond. 
For all their differences, the many circulating versions can be recognized as of one type through 
their shared central conflict between (step)mother and daughter; through this conflict, the tale 
warns of the dangers of unbridled jealousy, which, in trying to “ruin others, destroys itself” 
(Bettelheim 214). This is most often aided by the stepmother’s use of an enchanted mirror, an 
object that links her to Narcissus of mythology (Bettelheim 203), and which sets off her jealous 
rage when it reveals that she has been surpassed in beauty by her (step)daughter. The mirror is 
arguably the tale’s most iconic image and one that has been carefully dissected by scholars like 
Bettelheim—who hears in it the voice of the daughter (207)—and Sandra M. Gilbert and Susan 
Gubar—who counter that the mirror speaks with the voice of the patriarchy (293).  
The cause of this jealousy is Snow White’s unparalleled beauty, suggested in many 
versions by the trio of colors that describes her features: lips as red as blood, hair as black as 
ebony, and, of course, her eponymous skin as white as snow. Snow White’s conventional beauty 
is, to use a cliché, “more than skin deep”; to use another, she is beautiful “inside and out.” This is 
not accidental. The fabled perfection of Snow White serves as compelling evidence of what 
Naomi Wolf has termed “the beauty myth,” the idea that “[t]he quality called ‘beauty’ 
objectively and universally exists. Women must want to embody it and men must want to 
possess women who embody it” (12), and which, crucially, “is always actually about prescribing 
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behavior and not appearance” (14). A beautiful woman is fair and feminine, but she is also 
polite, passive, and cheerful.  
The conflation of beauty (as reduced to a tricolor description) with goodness is apparent 
in early versions of the tale from Basile, the Grimms and certainly in Disney’s film adaptation, 
and is contested in disidentificatory revisions from Angela Carter, Donald Barthelme, Helen 
Oyeyemi, and Pablo Berger. These hypertexts expose the way that the beauty myth works in the 
tale and push against it, troubling its fixed ideas about beauty, femininity, sexuality, morality, 
and the links between them. Carter stresses the coldness of men’s ideal object of desire, while in 
Barthelme the conflation of beauty and morality manifests as an interest in the cleanliness of 
white. In Oyeyemi’s novel, this interest in cleanliness is not only moral and aesthetic but also 
racial, rendering the fair in “fairest of them all” even more problematically loaded. Berger’s 
black-and-white film compellingly complicates the tale’s black-and-white morality, along the 
way exploring the relationship of disability and animality to ideal femininity and masculinity. 
These revisions recycle and rethink the saccharine Snow White, imagining a far more flawed—
and more compelling—heroine, in order to call for constructive dialogue and mutual respect 
between the opposite extremes on which the tale is built: male/female, black/white, 
young(er)/old(er), enabled/disabled. In this way, they turn the simple and prescriptive fairy-tale 
form on its head, using it instead to embrace multiplicity and difference.  
Hypotexts 
 Giambattista Basile’s “The Young Slave” (included in his collection the Pentamerone) is 
an amalgamation of several tales that have over time evolved into distinct stories, most notably 
“Sleeping Beauty” and “Snow White.” Though there is little of what one would recognize as 
“Snow White” in the tale aside from its moral, a lengthy diatribe against jealousy, the symbolism 
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central to the classic fairy tale—in which the girl’s beauty signifies her purity and the mother 
figure’s jealousy indicates her wickedness—is established here. Before the tale proper begins, we 
are told that 
jealousy is a terrible little demon, a vertigo that makes your head spin, a fever that 
heats up your veins, a calamity that chills your limbs, a dysentery that makes your 
intestines churn, and, finally, a sickness that takes your sleep away, makes your 
food bitter, disturbs your peace, and cuts your life in half; it’s a serpent that bites, 
a woodworm that gnaws, bile that poisons, snow that numbs, a nail that 
perforates, a marriage break of the delights of Love, a wrecker of amorous joys, 
and a constant tempest in the sea of Venus’s pleasures, from which nothing of 
good has ever sprung… (195) 
This distinctly unsubtle moral is the strongest tie between “The Young Slave” and the more 
popular versions that have followed it; in this series of off-putting comparisons likening jealousy 
to a GI-tract-ravaging disease and a wood-boring worm, jealousy takes on an aesthetic as well as 
a moral component. Jealousy is ugly. 
In this tale, Lisa, born after her mother swallows a rose petal, is apparently killed by a 
cursed comb and laid to rest in seven crystal caskets under the care of her uncle. Later discovered 
by her uncle’s new wife, Lisa is punished for her beauty which the wife finds threatening—she 
beats (and so uglifies) Lisa and makes her work as a servant. Under the mistreatment of her step-
aunt, Lisa becomes “half of what she had once been,” when her true identity is revealed to her 
uncle, she is transferred to the care of some other relatives so that her health and beauty may be 
restored. Within a few months, she grows “as beautiful as a goddess” and is rewarded with the 
gift of a husband. “And thus,” we are told, “Lisa touched with her own hands the fact that when 
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you least expect it, the heavens rain down their graces” (198). While “The Young Slave” may 
seem to bear only passing resemblance to “Snow White” as we now know it, it introduces the 
central moral-aesthetic associations and evaluations of the tale: when Lisa is ugly, she is 
demoted to servanthood; when her beauty returns, wealth and happiness follow, demonstrating 
how beauty is rewarded and itself serves as a symbolic indicator of value. These associations are 
further emphasized by the Grimms’ introduction of color to the tale. 
In the Grimms’ “Snow White” (“Sneewittchen”), a young queen wishes for a child. 
Sewing by a window in winter, she pricks her finger and three drops of blood fall on the snow. 
The red looked so beautiful against the white snow that she thought to herself: “If 
only I had a child as white as snow, as red as blood, and as black as the wood of 
the window frame.” Soon thereafter she gave birth to a little girl, who was white 
as snow, red as blood, and black as ebony, and she was called Snow White. 
(Tatar, The Classic Fairy Tales 83) 
The Grimms introduced now-standard convention of naming the heroine for her complexion 
(79), and that choice was no accident. White represents the purity (virginity) so desired in young 
women and insisted upon again and again in fairy tales. It is this quality that makes Snow White 
an unmatched beauty. In fact, white represents youth and even, most shockingly, death. By the 
time she is seven years old, the Grimms write, Snow White is more beautiful even than her 
stepmother (her mother having passed away shortly after her birth), who turns green with envy 
when her enchanted mirror reports, “My queen, you are the fairest one here, / But Snow White is 
a thousand times more fair than you!” (83). That a woman’s beauty is her most valuable attribute 
goes without saying in this tale; Snow White’s beauty is the impetus for her stepmother’s 
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murderous rage as well as her protection from it, inspiring both the huntsman and the dwarfs to 
take pity on her when she is in danger. 
 Indeed, beauty informs much of the action of the Grimms’ tale; when the queen in 
disguise comes to the dwarfs’ cottage to tempt Snow White, she is successful because she brings 
what are essentially beauty products, first staylaces and then a comb. Snow White assumes that 
these objects, which are designed to enhance a woman’s embodied beauty, must be harmless, 
conflating beauty and goodness much in the way that the dwarfs did upon finding her in their 
cottage. When Snow White is poisoned by the queen’s bi-colored apple—the white side, from 
which the queen takes her bite is, of course, safe; the red, life-threatening—and falls down, 
apparently dead, the queen celebrates her victory as one over Snow White’s appearance rather 
than her person: “White as snow, red as blood, black as ebony! This time the dwarfs won’t be 
able to bring you back to life!” (88).  
Because she is too beautiful to be hidden underground, the dwarfs build for Snow White 
a coffin made of glass; in so doing, they render her “the eternally beautiful, inanimate objet d’art 
patriarchal aesthetics want a girl to be” (Gilbert and Gubar 294-295). Thus, when the prince 
encounters her, he falls immediately in love, declaring, “I can’t live without seeing Snow White. 
I will honor and cherish her as if she were my beloved” and convincing the dwarfs to let him 
take her away with him. Notably, he says that he cannot live without seeing Snow White; it is the 
visual pleasure she affords that draws him to her—indeed, in her catatonic state, it could be 
nothing else. When the apple is dislodged from her throat during her transport, Snow White 
awakens. The prince declares, “I love you more than anything else on earth. Come with me to 
my father’s castle. You shall be my bride” (89). Luckily—as so often happens in fairy tales—his 
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completely unfounded feelings of love are mutual, and their marriage is celebrated promptly. 
Their love springs from shared admiration of physical beauty which is, apparently, sufficient. 
The darkest detail of the Grimms’ “Snow White” has largely been erased from our 
collective memory of the tale (courtesy of Disney excluding it from their film). In what looks 
like further evidence of her unshakeable goodness, Snow White invites the wicked queen to her 
wedding feast. The queen attends, unable to resist the magnetic pull of her stepdaughter’s beauty. 
Upon her arrival, she is greeted with a pair red-hot iron slippers and made to dance in them until 
she falls down dead. Notably, this gruesome form of capital punishment is introduced using a 
passive construction that erases the actor(s). Presumably Snow White and/or her new husband 
are responsible for the punishment, but the sadism inhering in it would constitute a severe blow 
to their aesthetic and moral purity and so goes unattributed. The stepmother becomes the 
entertainment, forced to celebrate the very occasion she most dreaded. The tale celebrates beauty 
but punishes jealousy, conflating beauty with goodness—so long as it is paired with feminine 
passivity, as embodied in the iconic image of Snow White in her glass coffin and contrasted by 
that of the queen dancing to her death (Tatar, The Annotated Classic Fairy Tales 94n). 
Snow White and the Seven Dwarfs (1937) was Disney’s first full-length animated film, 
and the first of many fairy tales they made enduringly popular in the West. It announces itself as 
an adaptation of the Grimms’ version, paying homage to while simultaneously revising its 
literary forerunner in its opening image (Figure 1). The film establishes its authority through this 
image of a gilded text, but has not only altered its title, but actually features the faces that the 
animators gave to the dwarfs on its cover. (The dwarfs are not differentiated in the Grimms’ 
version.) Snow White’s beauty takes on obvious significance in this visual medium; the 
enchanted mirror, when asked the name of the maiden he has proclaimed more fair than his 
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queen, answers only “lips, red as the rose; hair, black as ebony; skin, white as snow.” Snow 
White is not just distinguished by her physical features—she is nothing more than their sum. 
 Many criticisms4 have been levied against Disney’s vapid Snow White who seems a 
composite of other literary figures rather than a distinct individual: she is forced to wear rags and 
work as a maid like Cinderella; she is wooed by a handsome suitor while standing on her 
balcony à la Juliet; she sings a duet with her own voice in a clear allusion to mythology’s Echo; 
later, her nightmarish journey through the woods feels lifted from “Little Red Riding Hood.” She 
is the epitomic damsel in distress, exclaiming to the animals of the forest, “You don’t know what 
I’ve been through! And all because I was afraid. I’m so ashamed of the fuss I’ve made.” The 
most striking thing about this Snow White is obviously not her personality but neither is it her 
skin which is several shades off of “snow white.” Rather, her red lips—red being, according to 
Bettelheim, representative of sexual desire (202)—draw attention. That this subtle indicator of 
Snow White’s sexuality is linked to the red of the apple that will harm her suggests that danger is 
ascribed to both (Figures 2 and 3). When she succumbs to her appetite rather than following the 
advice of the dwarfs and adhering to the domestic role prescribed for her, she perishes. In this 
retelling, she is revived by the prince’s kiss which is bestowed, in an echo of “Sleeping Beauty,” 
while she is still unconscious. Her looks alone inspire his love, and his action in the face of her 
passivity is the natural beginning of their romantic relationship. In a significant revision of the 
Grimms’ tale, the film takes the queen’s punishment out of Snow White’s hands and thus leaves 
her untarnished reputation intact. As the film ends, we see the prince carrying Snow White to a 
castle in the clouds, suggestive of heaven itself; a more complete conflation of inner and outer 
beauty could hardly be imagined.  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
4 Zipes has written a great deal about the “Disneyfication” of fairy tales, and Tatar’s introduction to the tale 
compares Disney’s Snow White unfavorably to their far more compelling wicked queen. 
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Hypertexts 
 Angela Carter’s “The Snow Child” is the shortest story in The Bloody Chamber, and 
wastes no time in introducing the familiar color scheme. In it, it is the husband (the Count) who 
wants to “give birth,” not to a daughter but a sexual object, by wishing for a girl as white as the 
freshly fallen snow. The trope takes a sharp turn when the Count and his wife ride past a hole 
filled with blood that prompts him to wish for a girl as red as blood. A raven inspires his final 
wish, for a girl as black as its feather (91). In adhering to the established color pattern and even 
recycling some of the language of earlier versions of “Snow White,” Carter plays into readers’ 
expectations even as she subtly subverts them with the substitution of “girl” for “daughter,” a 
change suggesting that the Count’s wish is not a paternal but a sexual one. His wish brings into 
being “a masculine fantasy” (Bacchilega, Postmodern Fairy Tales 37) already tinged with 
violence because of the mysterious blood that inspired the wish and the jealousy it produces in 
his wife, who recognizes the girl as “the child of his desire and … hate[s] her.” She wants to be 
rid of her. 
 This jealousy is deliberately exacerbated by the Count who calls the clothes off his wife’s 
back in order to dress the young girl; no magic mirror is needed to inform the queen that she has 
been replaced. In the Grimms’ and Disney’s versions, the queen is ruled by jealousy and grossly 
overreacts to a perceived threat that readers/viewers do not accept—why should youth and 
beauty be punishable by death? In Carter’s retelling, however, the Countess is unambiguously 
correct in her assessment that this girl, lacking familial ties to the father, poses a direct threat to 
her. In this world, a woman’s value as a sexual object is not just primary, but vital. And so the 
Countess disposes of her competition quickly. After pricking her finger on the thorn of a rose she 
picks at the Countess’s request, the girl “bleeds; screams; falls.” It is worth noting that the girl’s 
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actions are rendered in the present tense; she is the product of the Count’s wish and necessarily 
temporary. The Count reacts to this loss with a disturbing mixture of grief and desire; weeping, 
he “unfastened his breeches and thrust his virile member into the dead girl … he was soon 
finished” (92). The contrasting language—his member virile, the girl dead—underscores the 
extreme imbalance inherent in their dynamic. After this violation, the girl melts away, leaving 
behind a bloodstain—a reminder that she was both the product and a casualty of the intersection 
of male sexual desire and violence.  
 This moment echoes the tale’s namesake which is, of course, not “Snow White,” but 
“The Snow Child,” a different tale entirely. In that tale, a merchant’s wife becomes pregnant in 
his absence and tells her husband that the child is the result of a swallowed snowflake. (Of 
course, this is itself a connection to the early “Snow White” story of “The Young Slave,” in 
which a woman becomes pregnant after swallowing a rose petal.) Her husband pretends to 
believe her, but takes the child and sells him into slavery, playing into his wife’s lie by claiming 
upon his return that the boy melted. In each of these tales—the classic versions of “Snow 
White,” “The Snow Child,” and Carter’s dark hybrid—dishonesty, infidelity, and violence arise 
out of a system which reduces women to their aesthetic and sexual appeal, putting them into 
competition with one another, demanding that they view themselves as sexual beings but 
punishing them when they act on their desires. Having fulfilled her duty as sexual object for the 
Count, the girl disappears, leaving behind a clear reminder of the purpose she served. If the 
white-red-black color scheme is to begin with an over-simple ideal of femininity, the reduction 
to a red bloodstain is a revision that suggests the singular way in which women are viewed. In 
fact, though, this, too has its roots in Grimm, which more covertly emphasizes the red in the 
mother’s tricolor wish: it stands out as a single drop of blood on the snow (framed by an ebony 
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window frame). That blood is doubly emphasized in Carter’s story. Initially, the mere drop 
becomes an entire hole filled with blood; here, the girl becomes blood, symbolic of the violent 
fantasy that brought her into existence.  
 Upon the girl’s disappearance, the Countess is re-clothed, her primacy restored. Yet, 
when offered the rose the girl has left behind she exclaims, “It bites!” (92). Reassuming her place 
as the Count’s partner—or rather, sexual object—provides little consolation, but rather the 
resumption of her suffering; her victory is a qualified one. Though “The Snow Child” takes 
classic fairy tales as its jumping-off point, it finds no joy in them, but focuses instead on the 
violent misogyny undergirding them. It exposes this problematic ideology by amplifying it; the 
radical deviations it makes from the familiar tale are ultimately in service of this revelation, and 
it ends without offering any consolation but only further evidence of the violence and the 
coldness of men’s desire. 
 Donald Barthelme’s Snow White (1967) can more fairly be called a disidentificatory 
revision; while it finds much to criticize in the ideology of the Grimms’ tale, it has fun while 
doing it. The cover of the Scribner paperback edition features a disembodied corset, signaling the 
play with gender expectations and performance within. This Snow White is different from the 
flawless beauty of the Grimms or Disney: “She is a tall dark beauty containing a great many 
beauty spots: one above the breast, one above the belly, one above the knee, one above the ankle, 
one above the buttock, one of the back of the neck … The hair is black as ebony, the skin white 
as snow” (9). Her snow-white skin is marred by a series of imperfections, rendering her 
deliberately flawed; these spots, Meredith Fischer writes, are evidence of her “severe 
fragmentation” (41). While Carter’s Snow White is reduced to the red of a bloodstain, 
Barthelme’s is rendered in black and white: black the color of her vinyl pajamas, white the color 
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of the “meat” of her back and her much-desired arse, thus emphasizing sexuality over purity. 
Red enters as the color of the towel in which she wraps said arse, thus retaining its association 
with sexuality and suggesting that Snow White’s value lies in her ability to sexually gratify men; 
this version takes aim at “the mythical status of Snow White’s innocence” (Kusnír 37). 
Barthelme preserves much of what makes a tale recognizably “Snow White” and his play with 
fairy-tale tradition is joyful even as it critiques its misogynistic treatment of Snow White and 
resists the tale’s insistence on the mutual exclusivity of “proper” femininity and liberated 
sexuality through a particular interest in cleanliness. 
 The dwarfs of this version are, as in Disney’s, given names to distinguish one from 
another, though theirs (Bill, Kevin, Edward, Hubert, Henry, Clem, and Dan) are not so precious. 
Even so, they often function—and seem to think—as one. They are quintessentially American, 
all born in national parks and “yoked together forever under the red, white and blue” (68); the 
President himself thinks of them as “My Americans” (87). They are professional building 
washers with dirty minds, evidenced by their thoughts about the women they see from their 
platforms. “Viewed from above,” they think, “they are like targets … We are very much tempted 
to shoot our arrows into them, those targets. You know what that means” (14). The dwarfs are, 
then, a collection of contradictions: individuals and a collective, obsessed with cleanliness and 
with sex, proud Americans and manufacturers of Chinese baby food, and the primary means by 
which Barthelme levies a critique against the hypocritical insistence on purity within our sex-
obsessed American culture. 
 When this version begins, Snow White is already the resident “horsewife” for the seven 
dwarfs. She was properly trained for the role as a student at Beaver College where 
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she studied Modern Woman, Her Privileges and Responsibilities: the nature and 
nurture of women and what they stand for, in evolution and in history, including 
householding, upbringing, peace-keeping, healing and devotion, and how these 
contribute to the rehumanizing of today’s world. (31) 
This passage epitomizes the self-awareness that characterizes Barthelme’s Snow White. It moves 
beyond replication of the ideal femininity of Snow White handed down from earlier versions, at 
once modernizing the fairy-tale protagonist—she attended college!—and undercutting this 
suggestion of progress—her area of study sounds less like Gender and Women’s Studies than 
Home Economics. It also reminds readers of the conservative, prescriptive function that fairy 
tales so often play; women “stand for” something and when they perform their duties 
appropriately, “contribute to the rehumanizing” of the world around them. The language is vague 
and generic, but suggests that a woman’s place remains the home. 
 “Horsewife” puts the “whore” back in “housewife,” and renders Snow White less a 
woman than a piece of meat. No virginal princess, this Snow White takes control over her 
sexuality. As she lets her long black hair down out a window so that it is visible from the city 
streets, she thinks, “[t]his motif, the long hair streaming from the high window, is a very ancient 
one I believe, found in many cultures, in various forms. Now I recapitulate it, for the 
astonishment of the vulgar and the refreshment of my venereal life” (86). Though she refers to 
them only obliquely, this indicates that Snow White is aware of fairy tales, and not only her own, 
but also “Rapunzel.” Perhaps more importantly, it demonstrates that she is aware of her sexual 
appeal and invested in her own sexual gratification.  
Snow White’s sex life has become rote. Drawing on the “phallic connotations” of the 
dwarfs (Bettelheim 210), she has intercourse with each of them (except Bill, who has become 
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tired of her) in the shower in a notable juxtaposition of dirty (sex, and with multiple partners 
consecutively) and clean (the shower). She finds the water on her back more pleasurable than the 
sex itself, and feels no shame in seeking to reinvigorate her sex life. Recognizing and exploiting 
the link between a woman’s hair and her sexuality, her black hair, not her alabaster skin (which 
is suggestive of purity and is, besides, flawed), becomes the means by which she advertises her 
availability. The dwarfs understand the “sexual meaning of hair itself” and that, in hanging her 
hair from the window, Snow White is attempting to find a new lover. Their frustration is mutual; 
Bill calls her “a goddamn degenerate” (105), degeneracy being, in this novel, “a quality 
characterized by the act of straying beyond a closed text” (Fischer 39). Thus,  Snow White goes 
unpunished for indulging her sexual appetites when that means satisfying the dwarfs at their 
home, but when she deigns to make public her desires—and thus to violate the fairy-tale 
parameters—she is judged harshly. 
In this version, there is no mention of Snow White’s “lips as red as blood.” Instead, that 
color is introduced through an external element: the red towel in which Snow White wraps 
herself after she showers. Absurdly, when his brethren become angered by Snow White’s 
seeking sexual satisfaction outside the home, Dan tries to mitigate the situation by suggesting 
that it is not Snow White, but the red towel that matters: 
Now, what do we apprehend when we apprehend Snow White? We apprehend, 
first, two three-quarter-scale breasts floating toward us, typically, in a red towel. 
Or, if we are apprehending her from the other direction, we apprehend a beautiful 
snow-white arse floating away from us wrapped in a red towel. Now I ask you: 
What, in these two quite distinct apprehensions, is the constant? The factor that 
remains the same? Why, quite simply, the red towel. I submit that, rightly 
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understood, the problem of Snow White has to do at its center with nothing else 
but red towels. Seen in this way, it immediately becomes a non-problem. We can 
easily dispense with the slippery and untrustworthy and expensive effluvia that is 
Snow White, and cleave instead to the towel. That is my idea, gentlemen. (106-7) 
Concluding his speech, he passes out red towels to each of the dwarfs and to Chang, a character 
who makes his only appearance in this scene, apparently as another of their group or perhaps the 
embodiment of their collective, objecting strongly, “I don’t want a ratty old red towel. I want the 
beautiful snow-white arse itself!” (107). The towel is, then, merely a distraction from or a 
substitution for the body they so desperately want, no less a symbol of Snow White’s reduction 
to aesthetic and sexual object here than in any other version. 
 Despite the initiative she shows in seeking sexual contact, Snow White nevertheless sees 
herself as in need of completion according to the fairy-tale mandate. She is waiting for her prince 
to come. “By this,” we are told, “Snow White means that she lives her own being as incomplete, 
pending the arrival of one who will ‘complete’ her” (76); she experiences her single status as a 
kind of failure. This proves particularly frustrating because no one is holding up the other end of 
the deal; it is the prince, after all, who is supposed to actively seek the princess. Snow White 
thinks, “[t]here is something wrong … with all those who did not come and at least try to climb 
up [my hair]. To fill the role. And with the very world itself, for not being able to supply a 
prince” (137-8). Barthelme effectively literalizes the prescriptive function of fairy tales by 
having Snow White be thusly acquainted with and adherent to the script. 
 The reason this world has failed to “supply a prince” becomes clear when readers are 
introduced to the tale’s “prince-figure,”5 Paul, who is as romantically hesitant as Snow White is 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
5 About halfway through the book, Barthelme inserts its most overtly meta-fictional element, a survey that asks 
readers if, for instance, they “have understood, in reading to this point, that Paul is the prince-figure” (88). 
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sexually proactive. Indeed, he is threatened by her overt sexuality; her hair hanging from her 
window as he leaves the Unemployment Office makes him “terribly nervous” (19). Like Snow 
White, he is aware of his predetermined role, though, while considering his “right” to rescue a 
damsel in distress, he becomes distracted by his “duck-with-blue-cheese sandwich” which he 
finds “mighty attractive and absorbing, too,” not only implicitly comparing the woman he seeks 
to a meal, but doing so unfavorably (33-4). Rather than pursuing his princess, he poses in front of 
a monastery, waiting himself to be discovered rather than playing the active role that has been 
written for him (84). Together, then, this pair constitutes an inversion of the fairy-tale norm of 
passive princess pursued by active prince even as both remain aware of their obligation to 
conform to said norm. 
 When the two are inevitably brought together, it is through a moment of mutual 
appreciation of Snow White’s body. Her sexuality is empowering, but it has led her to internalize 
the objectification to which she has been subjected since the earliest versions of the tale. In this 
scene, she examines her breasts: 
“Well, what is there to think about them? … These breasts, my own, still stand 
delicately away from the trunk, as they are supposed to do. In fact trunk is rather a 
mean word for the main part of this assemblage of felicities. The cream-of-wheat 
belly! The sunning arse, in the rococo mirror! And then the especially good legs, 
including the important knees. I have nothing but praise for this delicious 
assortment!” … Snow White regarded her nice-looking breasts. “Not the best I’ve 
ever seen. But not the worst.” (150-1) 
Snow White moves from comparing her body to food (“cream-of-wheat belly”; “delicious 
assortment”) to expressing aesthetic appreciation (“stunning arse”; “nice-looking breasts”) to 
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declaring her knees “significant,” calculating her value as the sum of her parts. As she performs 
this lengthy self-assessment, it is reinforced by Paul, grateful for the coincidence of his presence 
at this unwitting exhibition. He calls it the “sweetest thing that has happened to [him] in all [his] 
days. Sweet, sweet” (154). He too appraises her as one might a meal. 
This seems a disheartening point of agreement, though it should not be dismissed out of 
hand as objectification pure and simple. Just two pages later, announced in the style of a headline 
is the fact that “PAUL HAS NEVER BEFORE REALLY / SEEN SNOW WHITE AS A 
WOMAN,” indicating that this moment of aesthetic enjoyment is also the moment that Paul 
recognizes her as a sexed individual for the first time (156). Though Paul and Snow White are 
separate as they relish her body, this is a moment of connection and communication. After all, 
Snow White thinks, her body and her mind are not entirely distinct: “my curly mind has 
problems distinct from although related to those of my scrumptious body … I secretly know that 
my body is my mind” (150-1). As she examines herself, her body “speaks” and Paul reads “the 
message written on Snow White’s unwrapped breasts” (154) and “savor[s] the sweetness of 
human communication, through the window” (155). To objectify the female protagonist of a 
fairy tale is nothing new; to make this objectification work for her as a means of exerting control 
over the men drawn to her is. “[S]trong medicine, this,” remarks Paul, completely taken in by the 
expression of her body (157). They are back to the script—prince falls for princess because of 
her beauty—but this time, Snow White is in control. 
Before he sees Snow White in this scene, Hogo de Bergerac (the lover of Jane, the 
wicked stepmother-figure) dismisses her as “probably not worth worrying about,” adding that 
“the only thing worth a rap in the whole world is the beauty of women, and maybe certain 
foods,” declaring the world full of “cunts” (79-80). His complaint establishes not only the 
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wickedness of this character, but also the inherent misogyny in reducing women to their aesthetic 
value. Indeed, he faults Paul for this as the two watch Snow White through her window, calling 
him “a slime,” “a dishonor to the robes” he wears, and “vile,” even as Hogo participates in the 
spectating, thinking of Snow White as a viola de gamba to Jane’s cello (157-8). Hogo adds to 
misogyny hypocrisy, thereby establishing himself as the villain to Paul’s hero. Snow White 
rejects Hogo’s advances on the basis of his inferior blood. She explains, 
Your blood is not fine enough … I must hold myself in reserve for a prince or 
prince-figure, someone like Paul. I know that Paul has not looked terribly good up 
to now and in fact I despise him utterly. Yet he has the blood of kings and queens 
and cardinals in his veins, Hogo. He has the purple blood of exalted station. 
Whereas you have only plain blood in your veins, Hogo, blood that anybody 
might have, the delivery boy from the towel service for example. (176) 
This links the red of blood to the red of the towel, suggesting that Hogo is inferior to Paul and to 
Snow White, fit only to deliver the towels in which she wraps her sumptuous body.  
Hogo’s partner in crime is Jane, the self-proclaimed witch of the tale who understands 
that she “must witch someone, for that is [her] role” (164). In keeping with the 1960s America 
setting, the medium for her poison is not an apple or a comb, but a vodka Gibson on the rocks, 
far more tempting to this Snow White. The exchange between the two women parallels earlier 
versions: Snow White initially expresses concern (“[S]omething warns me not to drink it at all. 
Something suggests to me that it is a bad scene, this drink you proffer”); Jane reassures her (“All 
I can say is that to the best of my knowledge, this is an ordinary vodka Gibson on the rocks. Just 
like any other.”); Snow White yields (“In that case, I shall drink it”) (180). Their words seem 
automatic, as if they have both been through all this before.   
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 Just as the story seems to have settled on replication of the familiar tale, though, it makes 
a sharp departure from it. Paul swoops in to save Snow White, finally stepping up to be the hero 
she has been waiting for—in the most patronizing way imaginable. He declares the drink “too 
exciting” for her and continues, “If you had drunk it, something bad would probably have 
happened to your stomach. But because I am a man, and because men have strong stomachs for 
the business of life … nothing will happen to me” (180-1). When he begins to foam at the mouth 
and convulse, Snow White wonders if there was something wrong with the drink after all. 
Barthelme has indulged readers’ expectations only to confound them, closely following the 
narrative while making small changes that dramatically alter its trajectory. The poison is still 
consumed, after all, but by the prince, not the princess. It’s not her part to revive him with a kiss, 
so when the tale ends, Paul is dead and Snow White remains frustrated and single. 
 Everyone in Barthelme’s Snow White wishes s/he was somewhere else, doing something 
else; the trouble is that none of them can imagine a viable alternative. Snow White, though she 
finds waiting for a prince “terrific,” admits that she “would rather be doing a hundred other 
things” (83). She wonders, “Is there a Paul, or have I only projected him in the shape of my 
longing, boredom, ennui, and pain? Have I been trained in the finest graces and arts all my life 
for nothing but this? Is my richly-appointed body to go down the drain, at twenty-two, in this 
horribly boresome milieu[?]” (108). She feels that a life of waiting is a waste, but nevertheless 
resigns herself to this fate. The prince first joins a monastery rather than seeking his princess, 
though he inevitably embarks on his ordained pursuit late in the novel. He becomes the only 
character to truly buck the script, but doing so costs him his life.  The dwarfs, too, wonder if they 
should “be doing something else entirely, with [their] lives. God knows what” (93). The cast of 
Barthelme’s Snow White is subconsciously (and in some cases consciously) aware of and 
 41 
constrained by the fairy-tale script. Breaking out of it is lethal—when Paul dies there is no prince 
to save him—and Bill is hanged for his resistance to the dwarfs’ work and routine, found guilty 
of “vatricide and failure” (186). If progress has been made, it extends no further than Dan’s 
introduction of new baby food varieties. 
 Drinking a screwdriver late in the novel, Snow White decides to stop having sex with and 
keeping house for the dwarfs, ruminating, “the main theme that runs through my brain is that 
what is, is insufficient” (141). But, as the stereotypical passive fairy-tale princess, she cannot 
imagine an alternative. Even after the death of her prince, she visits his grave “although there is 
nothing in it for her.” Indeed, Snow White “was fond not of him but of the abstract notion that to 
her, meant ‘him,’” the narrator explains, and, calling attention to himself and criticizing the 
character in a rare interjection, adds “I am not sure that is the best idea” (186). The characters’ 
failure of imagination reminds us that Snow White is, after all, a recycled story and so a kind of 
imaginative failure. It concedes this in its closing: 
  THE FAILURE OF SNOW WHITE’S ARSE 
  REVIRGINIZATION OF SNOW WHITE 
  APOTHEOSIS OF SNOW WHITE 
  SNOW WHITE RISES INTO THE SKY 
  THE HEROES DEPART IN SEARCH OF 
  A NEW PRINCIPLE 
  HEIGH-HO (187) 
Barthelme effectively hits the “reset” button in these lines, ending his story by starting it again, 
suggesting that, even if/as we change them, we will never stop returning to the fairy tales we 
know and love. Snow White is revirginized and restored to the angelic figure recognizable in the 
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Disney version, to which explicit tribute is paid with “heigh-ho.” Curiously, the dwarfs are 
named as the heroes of this story; in them lies the potential for the discovery of “a new 
principle”—perhaps a pun on the “principal,” Snow White, who is finally abandoned by them. 
 Of course, this tale is far more than a recycling of earlier versions. It has been updated, 
amended, sometimes mocked, and ultimately, transformed for twentieth-century America. It is 
this setting that leads to its particular focus on cleanliness; it was, after all, Disney that 
introduced the conceit of the dwarfs as a messy crew in a need of a housekeeper. In the Grimms’ 
rendering, their house is “indescribably dainty and spotless” (Tatar, The Classic Fairy Tales 84); 
here, cleaniness is their hypocritical obsession. Barthelme, Kusnír writes, “rejects any possibility 
of seeing and explaining the world as it is in the traditional fairy tale” (38). Through its 
disidentificatory relationship to its predecessors, particularly Disney’s film, Snow White disrupts 
fairy-tale notions of beauty and femininity and of assertiveness and masculinity, calling for more 
flexible and affirming alternatives. 
 Helen Oyeyemi’s novel boy, snow, bird (2014) relocates “Snow White” to the Lower 
East Side of Manhattan in the 1950s and takes the wicked stepmother rather than Snow White as 
its protagonist. Oyeyemi takes the classic fairy tale’s “‘skin as white as snow’ ideal” not as 
inspiration but rather, as Porochista Khakpour writes in her review, “departure point” for a tale 
that challenges fixed racial and gendered distinctions and that complicates even the casting of its 
fairy-tale characters. Taking up the evaluative association of white with cleanliness that was 
central in Barthelme’s Snow White, this novel demonstrates the artificiality of race and reveals 
the insufficiency of our gender categories. This Snow White is a mixed-race child passing for 
white and the titular “Boy” is a girl who will eventually discover that her father is, in fact, her 
mother.  
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 Boy Novak is this version’s wicked stepmother (though, as I will discuss later, she is not 
exactly the only one), used to complicate that traditionally one-note character. We meet her 
before she takes on that role, but can see it coming when, for example, Boy explains matter-of-
factly that “I’ve always been pretty sure I could kill someone if I had to.” She qualifies this, 
adding, “I wouldn’t kill for hatred’s sake; I’d only do it to solve a problem. And only after other 
solutions have failed” (7), and so invites readers to rethink our assumptions about the murderous 
queen we know from Disney. Boy frequently draws attention both to her status as a scripted 
character and to her efforts to revise that script, as when she admits “I’m looking for a role with 
lines I can say convincingly, something practical” (47). This disidentificatory relationship to the 
source material is evident throughout the novel. 
 In the novel’s opening line, Boy questions the credibility of appearances through the 
familiar motif of the mirror which is, of course, another clue that she will become this version’s 
wicked stepmother. “Nobody ever warned me about mirrors,” she says, “so for many years I was 
fond of them, and believed them to be trustworthy” (3). Seeing the mirrors in her apartment as 
potential confidants, Boy “questioned them, told them I didn’t know what to do” only to find that 
they lack the power to reply (123). She turns intuitively to mirrors to find answers, developing a 
relationship of troubled dependence on her reflection; she explains, “my complexion is 
unpredictable, goes from near bloodless to scalded and back again, all without my permission. 
There are still days when I can only work out whether or not I’m upset by looking at my face” 
(4). Out of touch with her own internal state, she must rely on the external cues provided by her 
reflection in order even to understand how she is feeling. Her relationship to the mirror—like the 
novel’s relationship to “Snow White”—is one of ambivalence: she is at once drawn to mirrors 
and suspicious of them.  
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 Shortly after the novel begins, Boy runs away from her rat-catcher father, Frank, who 
beat her often and without apparent provocation; she concludes that his singular aim in life was 
to cause her harm. In his cruelty, he too resembles the classic fairy tale’s wicked stepmother, and 
this resemblance will only increase as the novel progresses. It is no wonder, then, that Boy grows 
into someone capable of cruelty. As if determined to avoid falling into the wicked stepmother 
role that awaits her, upon her arrival in Flax Hill, Massachusetts, Boy takes a room with no 
mirror. (She shares the single mirror in the bathroom with the other tenants.) Her fixation on her 
appearance persists, however; Arturo Whitman, a widower she begins seeing, teases her after he 
catches her transfixed by her own reflection on multiple occasions. She wants to explain that this 
betrays not vanity, but nerves—but she isn’t entirely sure that this is the case. In one scene, she is 
alone in the house and so has the bathroom mirror to herself. After undressing, she approaches 
her reflection: 
I moistened my lips with my tongue and walked toward the mirror, not too fast, 
giving myself time to change my mind, to stop if it felt too peculiar. But it was 
just peculiar enough. I kissed the glass with my fists against it, kissed wantonly 
until I felt an ache in my breasts and a throbbing between my legs. There was a 
taste of blood where my mouth met my mouth, as if our lips were blades. (40) 
This extreme display of narcissism demonstrates the power of the mirror’s hold on Boy, whose 
collision with her own reflection is violent and sexual. The potent danger of placing such a high 
premium on women’s appearance is here displayed; it makes Boy a threat even to herself. 
Her feelings toward Arturo are, at best, ambivalent. She reports, “I wasn’t in love with 
Arturo, and I wasn’t going to be … He held me so tightly that numbness stretched all the way 
down my arms and only let go a few minutes after he did” (64). This constriction is in stark 
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contrast to the childhood love she left behind in Manhattan, Charlie Vacic, who assures her via 
telegram that he is “willing to fill any role required by you i.e. buddy best buddy laborer unpaid 
driver unpaid gardener unpaid father of your children coat etc just tell me which” if only she’ll 
come home (41). Boy is too self-involved to return the love of her Prince Charming, and so 
settles for the convenient and relatively passionless relationship in front of her. She recognizes 
the perks of being Arturo’s second love; following the death of his wife Julia, Boy thinks, he 
“didn’t expect much from me … he was willing, determined even, to be amused, to belly laugh 
at the slightest provocation, to appreciate heart-shaped pieces of toast as tokens of my affection” 
(68-9). These tokens stand in for the actual love she cannot offer. When he proposes not with a 
diamond ring but with a snake bracelet, Boy’s friend Mia, in a glaring moment of meta-fiction, 
quips, “could that scream ‘wicked stepmother’ any louder?” (105). Rather than reproducing the 
stock fairy-tale villain, though, Oyeyemi crafts a complex character shaped in large part by her 
own history of mistreatment by a sort of wicked stepmother, resisting a simple good vs. evil 
dichotomy and demonstrating how the “villain” is shaped and motivated by the same societal 
forces as the protagonist.  
 Boy is on some level aware of the roles written for her and the other characters in the 
fairy-tale novel, and it informs her reactions to them. Before meeting Arturo’s daughter Snow 
(Whitman) for the first time, she feels enormous anxiety. “‘Scared,’ she says, doesn’t even really 
describe it. I almost crossed myself,” suggesting the need she feels for divine protection from 
this child whom she instinctively understands poses a threat to her. The religious language 
resurfaces when she thinks with annoyance about the “reverence” Snow’s family displays toward 
her, which she suspects is “the fastest way to build an insufferable brat” (78). The significance of 
her dynamic with Arturo (unaddressed in most versions of the tale) is clarified when it is used to 
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shed light on her feelings for his daughter. She confesses, “maybe it’s the thief in me, but I think 
this girl is mine, and that when she and I are around each other, we’re giving each other 
something we’ve never had, or taking back something we’ve lost” (109). Snow is, then, the 
reason for Boy’s marriage to Arturo, her connection to the story they’ve both been written into, 
even as that story renders Snow Boy’s greatest threat. 
 When she becomes pregnant, Boy’s relationship to her reflection becomes even more 
troubled. She reports, 
when I looked into the mirror, I couldn’t see myself. That’s not quite it …  I’d 
look into the mirror and she was there, the icy blonde with the rounded stomach, 
the thickened thighs and arms—just as I’d become accustomed to wearing it, the 
snake bracelet wouldn’t fit anymore. I also went up half a shoe size, which 
pleased me because it was another bridge burned between me and the rat catcher. 
Come into town, rat catcher, come looking for your daughter, come holding a pair 
of the shoes she left. Say to everyone who’ll listen: ‘If the shoe fits, she’s mine.’ 
Gather witnesses … the more the merrier. They’d see me wedge my feet into the 
narrow shoes, see how far my heels spill over the back of them. Then they’d hear 
me tell him: ‘I’m so sorry. Keep searching. Good luck.’ 
When I stood in front of the mirror, the icy blonde was there, but I 
couldn’t swear to the fact of her being me. (127-8) 
Her changed appearance is disorienting even as she understands it—borrowing from 
“Cinderella”—as a form of protection from her abusive father, himself a sort of pied piper. This 
pregnancy constitutes a significant revision to the classic fairy tale, and one that sets up a conflict 
which accounts for the stepmother’s decision to cast off her stepdaughter. Again, by emphasizing 
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and even exacerbating the female competition crucial to the classic tale, boy, snow, bird resists 
too-easy or complete condemnation of the fairy-tale villain. 
 Boy and Arturo’s daughter, Bird, is born with dark skin; she is, in the parlance of the 
time, “colored.” Because Arturo already has a white daughter, others are quick to pin this on 
Boy, but she knows better. “The doctor thought I’d gone to bed with a colored man,” she says, 
“and I had. He was my husband” (132). As Snow later explains in a letter to her sister Bird, “the 
Whitmans and the Millers [Arturo’s in-laws] are the product of generations of calculated 
breeding … The Whitmans have married to refine a look, they keep a close eye on skin tone and 
hair texture. They draw strict distinctions between degrees of color—quadroon, octoroon—
darkest to lightest” (216). Arturo’s family is obsessed by erasing their racial lineage; his dark-
skinned sister, Clara, was sent away as a child to protect the fiction of their whiteness. In order to 
preserve it still, Clara offers to raise Bird—but, in a return to the script of “Snow White,” Boy 
decides to banish Snow instead, though internally she too struggles with the visibility of her own 
daughter’s race. Her jealousy is of Snow, but on behalf of Bird. 
 The revelation of Bird’s birth explains the reverence with which Snow has been treated 
by her family. While Snow White is always praised for her pure beauty, in this tale it “is all the 
more precious … because it’s a trick” (139). These words most obviously refer to Snow’s ability 
to “pass,” but can also be read as a statement about the arbitrary standard of beauty disseminated 
in fairy tales more generally. Boy explicitly echoes the Grimms’ tale when she says, “Snow is 
not the fairest of them all” (144), and in this version, those words carry a certain truth. When 
Boy questions Snow’s “fairness,” she is questioning not only her beauty, but also the lightness of 
her skin and the (in)justice of her elevated position in the family. Though she cannot help but 
feel antagonistically toward the child whom society deems objectively more beautiful than her 
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own, Boy understands that Snow is not actually at fault. Much later, Boy articulates the real 
problem at play here: “it’s not whiteness that sets Them against Us, but the worship of 
whiteness…we beat Them (and spare ourselves a lot of tedium and terror) by declining to 
worship” (274-5). Though she is not fully exonerated for her cruel treatment of her stepdaughter, 
these lines frame it as an act of resistance. In refusing to concede Snow’s superiority to Bird’s, 
Boy is refusing to concede the superiority of white over black. By extension, she is questioning 
the hierarchical binaries and the over-privileging of female beauty (which, of course, implies 
whiteness) rampant in fairy tales. 
 Given the racial climate and their family’s demonstrated belief that they cannot 
peacefully coexist, it is no wonder that Bird’s and Snow’s (primarily epistolary) relationship is 
an uneasy one. Instructed by her aunt to focus on “stopping things from getting worse” (149), 
Bird is constantly reminded of and judged for the color of her skin. When letters from her white 
stepsister are effusive in their praise—“Do you understand how beautiful you are?”—she is 
understandably suspicious. Bird tells Snow that she sometimes fails to appear in mirrors and 
when Snow responds saying she shares that experience, Bird refuses to believe her, guessing 
“you’d really like us to have something in common and that’s why you’re pretending you know 
what I mean about mirrors” (208-9). This experience reminds readers of Boy’s own complicated 
relationship to her reflection and suggests that all of these characters’ identities are constituted by 
external recognition and validation. The mixed-race identity of both Bird and Snow—though 
visible only in the former’s case—has the potential to make each of them invisible in a world 
that maintains a racial hierarchy. 
 Yet, when Snow is allowed to visit, she is treated, as was her fairy-tale predecessor, like a 
priceless work of art, valuable, but untouchable. “Everybody agreed,” Bird explains, “that Snow 
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was valuable, but she was far too valuable to have around for keeps. Nice to look at for an 
afternoon, but we’ll all breathe easier once she’s safely back at the museum” (242-3). Gifts and 
notes are heaped upon her, inspiring considerable jealousy in Bird who confesses, “I had a 
moment of hating her, or at least understanding why Mom did. Thankfully it came and went 
really quickly, like a dizzy spell or a three-second blizzard. Does she know that she does this to 
people?” she wonders before perceptively responding to her own question: “This is something 
we do to her” (266). Ultimately, Bird comes to feel solidarity with her sister; both she and Snow 
are victims in a system that evaluates people based on a single and arbitrary feature of their 
physical appearance. This realization, reached independently by Boy and by Bird, allows them to 
begin to reconcile with Snow as the novel draws to its close. 
 Boy, snow, bird not only uses “Snow White” as a means of dismantling the idea of race, it 
also exposes the problematic nature of a binary and fixed system of gender identification. The 
bridge between these facets of identity is, of course, appearance, which is suspect in all its forms 
in the novel. If mirrors cannot be trusted, neither can skin color nor external markers of gender. 
(After all, the novel is about a woman named Boy.) Frank Novak abruptly re-enters the novel 
near its end, and Mia (an investigative reporter) learns that he was formerly Frances, not Boy’s 
father but her mother, and a lesbian. Frances had been pursuing postgraduate research on 
sexuality, hoping to prove that homosexuality was not an illness (291). She was raped by a male 
student who “thought that all lesbianism meant was that you were holding out for the man that 
got you really excited”; he “broke her life in two,” Mia tells Boy (293-4). Frances became Frank 
in response to this trauma. Mia explains, 
He says he looked in the mirror one morning when he was still Frances, and this 
man she’d never seen before was just standing there, looking back … Once she’d 
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established that he was there to stay, she named him Frank … The people around 
her didn’t know what to do about her and frankly they didn’t like her. To them it 
was as if she’s been bitten by something vile and that in some way she was 
becoming the thing that had bitten her. (294-5) 
This is not a case of transgender identity but of dissociation; Frances could not survive this 
violation, and so transformed into someone else entirely—someone less likely to be raped by a 
man. Frank’s cruel treatment of Boy, while not excused, is explained by this: Boy, the product of 
rape, was a constant reminder of it. Because this child was forced upon her, Frances was 
something like a stepmother to her daughter. She needed and struggled to believe that she was 
someone other than the person who had been assaulted. Frank’s male identity is, then, a form of 
self-defense and naming a daughter Boy suggestive of his own gender identification and sense 
that, in a world that threatens women, the appearance of maleness is protective. In a complex and 
surprising turn, this wicked (step)mother’s cruelty is equally a misguided expression of love; 
even beating Boy was an effort to keep her from exploring the outside world and its (greater) 
dangers.  
 At the end of the novel, Boy hopes to liberate Frank from his hermetic life as a man, 
which she sees as the result of a kind of enchantment. She leaves with her self-selected family—
Bird, Snow, and Mia—to free him from it, to “[m]ake the enchantment inconvenient for [him]” 
(300). This depiction of transgender identity as both a response to trauma and a spell that can 
(and should) be lifted is potentially problematic, but rather than invalidating authentic trans 
identity, serves to remind readers of the social construction and performance of gender, linking it 
to the social construction of race that so dramatically shapes the novel’s departure from the 
classic “Snow White.”  
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 Snow puts it best when she writes, “I’m slowly coming around to the view that you can’t 
feel nauseated by the Whitmans and the Millers without feeling nauseated by the kind of world 
that’s rewarded them for adapting to it like this” (218). Frank, like the Whitmans, acts wrongly. 
They are dishonest, but only because they have operated within a system which judges people 
according to the color of their skin. Their dishonesty is rewarded and, further, their resistance to 
this entrenched system would likely have had little or no effect except their ostracization. Frank 
is also dishonest in a certain way, but, more problematically, punishes his daughter for being the 
product of rape. But he, like the Whitmans, is responding in the only way he can imagine to the 
world around him, a world that is dangerous for women in general and queer women in 
particular. In boy, snow, bird, “Snow White” becomes a story of untrustworthy appearances and 
intolerance; the familiar fairy-tale characters and structures are here redeployed to call into 
question the very ideals that the classic tale implicitly promoted. This is an act of 
disidentification that exposes the entanglement of race, gender expression, and ideal (feminine) 
beauty in fairy tales and beyond, ultimately warning against over-investment in appearances in 
general. 
Pablo Berger’s 2012 film Blancanieves, like Oyeyemi’s novel, works to dismantle 
inflexible gender categories, but instead of interrogating their relation to race, it examines the 
way in which gender is linked to (dis)ability and to animality. An adaptation and recovery of the 
Grimms’ tale, Vincente Benet writes, it “embrac[es] the strength of its archetypes and endow[s] 
them with sophisticated, contemporary psychological facets” (23), though set in 1920s Spain and 
convincingly cast as a product of the black-and-white, silent film era. In this version, Snow 
White (Carmen, played by Macarena García) is the daughter of Antonio Villalta (Daniel 
Giménez Cacho), a famous matador, and Carmen de Triana, a singer and flamenco dancer. After 
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the death of her mother and grandmother and an accident that leaves her father disabled, Carmen 
moves into her father and stepmother’s home only to be made a kind of Cinderella, overworked 
and kept apart from her father. As a young woman, she escapes and joins a band of traveling, 
bullfighting dwarves, becoming a matadora herself. Carmen’s gender nonconformity and her 
stepmother’s animality (cast as unfeminine) serve not only to critique the heteronormativity of 
the classic tale but to call into question any easy distinction between male and female. It links 
ability to masculinity, complicating the gendering of Carmen, her (disabled) father, and the 
dwarfs. Blancanieves enacts multiple disidentifications: its reversion to black and white, silent 
film signals disidentification with contemporary film form; its rewriting of “Snow White” 
celebrates the pleasure of the classic fairy tale while also exposing its most disturbing content; 
and its refusal of the simple gender rules/roles dictated in the classic tale work on and against our 
binary understanding of gender and (dis)ability, exposing them as socially constructed, 
insufficient—even dangerous. 
The film begins its play with fairy tales and traditional gender roles very early. First, we 
see a close-up of a pair of hands delicately placing a slipper on a stockinged foot; next the laces 
of an ornate, beaded garment are pulled tight—this could almost be “Cinderella.” But then we 
see a tie tightened around a man’s neck; this is no princess, but Antonio Villalta, exalted 
matador, being dressed for a match (Figures 4, 5, and 6). In this way, the hyper-masculine is 
linked to the classically feminine; the traditional bullfighter’s outfit is, frankly, rather dainty, but 
it is worn by a champion celebrated for his strength in this male-dominated arena. The film 
presents the matador as a kind of cross-dresser, challenging our conception of masculinity by 
highlighting one way in which it blends into femininity. From its start, then, the film celebrates 
the empowering fluidity of gender. 
 53 
After a montage sequence of Antonio besting bull after bull, he prepares to kill one more, 
named Lucifer, dedicating this victory to his wife and the child they are expecting. This 
dedication proves a curse. A camera’s flash spooks the bull and he mauls Antonio, who is rushed 
to the hospital alongside his wife who has gone into labor prematurely. Knowing “Snow White,” 
we already know what happens next: the mother dies, making way for an evil stepmother to 
supplant her. In this case, she is Antonio’s nurse, Encarna (Maribel Verdú). Clad in bright white 
and appearing to glow from the windows providing backlighting, her inner malevolence is in 
immediate contrast with her angelic appearance and with her name which refers to the 
incarnation of Jesus in the womb of the Virgin Mary. Short for Encarnación, it also emphasizes 
the enfleshment of this character whose sadistic carnality is linked to her wickedness (both in 
opposition to the “ideal femininity” dictated by the classic tale). Antonio, whose good looks and 
deep wallet Encarna immediately remarks on, becomes widowed and paralyzed in the same day, 
and Encarna sees and seizes the opportunity. 
Antonio’s daughter is delivered to him shortly after he learns of his wife’s death, wheeled 
into his room in what looks uncannily like a glass coffin, a nod to the end of “Snow White” that 
suggests the infant’s powerlessness over her fate. Antonio is too grief-stricken to pay much 
attention to his child, and when he leaves the hospital, he doesn’t take her home with him, but 
instead leaves her in the care of her grandmother. His daughter has been eclipsed by the new 
woman in his life, Encarna. Under the auspices of providing good care, Encarna infantilizes and 
emasculates Antonio by shaving and spoon-feeding him. While doing so, she makes the face of 
one encouraging an infant to “open wide,” a patronizing gesture that suggests how much she 
relishes his powerlessness (Figure 7). For Encarna, Antonio’s physical disability amounts to a 
complete erasure of his masculinity, granting her complete control over him. Having secured the 
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marriage she sought following Antonio’s release from the hospital, she hides her wheelchair-
bound husband away in a corner of their home, preferring that she not be personally bothered by 
his interminable suffering. In one scene, when he asks his wife for a glass of water, she throws it 
in his face before walking out of the room smiling—this sharply contrasted with the attentive 
care she showed him as his hospital nurse. Antonio has gone from fighting bulls to being bullied. 
Encarna’s apparent pleasure in Antonio’s suffering is explained, at least in part, by our 
glimpse into her erotic life later in the film. The sadism suggested by her interactions with him is 
comically amplified in this shot from Carmen’s perspective as she spies on her stepmother 
(Figure 8). Through a door’s keyhole, we see Encarna riding her apparently unenthusiastic 
chauffeur. He wears a matador’s montera (presumably Antonio’s) and his white underclothes as 
he carries Encarna, clad all in black and wielding a whip. Her expression—here, clearly one of 
sexual excitement—is the very same expression she made when feeding Antonio in the hospital, 
suggesting the controlling nature of her pleasure in “helping” him. Their contrasting colors play 
into our familiar associations with white (pure) and black (evil), and suggest that Encarna is evil 
in part because of her animalistic sexual predilections which are in opposition to the passive 
femininity prescribed by the classic tale. Her hyberbolic performance of the wicked stepmother 
role is a source of humor in the film in moments like these, but one that subtly critiques the fairy 
tale’s narrow conception of femininity. Encarna’s murderous actions earn her the label of wicked 
stepmother in Blancanieves; this layering on of sexual deviance makes her almost a caricature.   
 Carmen is banished by Encarna to an outdoor shed and forbidden from exploring the 
second floor (where Antonio resides). She is made to do most of the household chores (though 
Encarna employs servants for this purpose), and, in a cruel act of disfigurement and sexual 
sterilization, Encarna shears off the young girl’s hair. The extremely low camera angle coupled 
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with flickers of an insuppressible smile on Encarna’s face highlight her willful villainy in this 
scene. Having married a man she sees as conveniently stripped of his masculinity, she is 
determined to rob her stepdaughter of the visual markers of her femininity. Agency, for Encarna, 
apparently resides in gender expression. It becomes clear only later that Encarna has done 
Carmen an inadvertent favor by helping her to discover the androgyny that she will increasingly 
embrace as she matures. In a shot that recalls the enchanted mirror that figures so heavily in the 
classic “Snow White,” Carmen smiles almost imperceptibly at her new boyish look. She is still 
the “fairest of them all,” secretly delighted by her new coiffure. Because Encarna’s sabotage 
relies on subscription to traditional ideals of feminine beauty, it fails, instead freeing Carmen to 
carve out her own space on the gender spectrum. 
Benet notes that Blancanieves advances Bettelheim’s Oedipal reading of the fairy tale 
(23); thus, the forging of a relationship between father and daughter (against the wishes of the 
stepmother) is a key development in the film. When they finally meet, Antonio and Carmen help 
each other break out of the roles assigned to them by Encarna. A once-famous athlete 
accustomed not only to moving freely but also to being at the center of a crowd, Antonio has 
fallen into a severe depression in his isolation. His daughter, unlike everyone else, is unfazed by 
his wheelchair and his paralysis, never having known him any other way, and so while Encarna 
reduces Antonio to his physicality disability, his daughter seems not even to notice it. The 
relationship that develops between Carmen and her father reminds us that disability (like gender) 
is socially constructed; because Carmen does not see her father as disabled, he, in a very real 
way, ceases to be so. She sits on his lap and he reads her “Little Red Riding Hood,” delighted as 
he plays the part of the wolf. In return, Carmen puts on her mother’s record and dances for him. 
In fact, she dances with him, twirling his chair so that his physical limitations seem to disappear.   
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As Carmen teaches Antonio to dance, he teaches her about bullfighting, itself a kind of 
dance. In so doing, he encourages her to inhabit a masculine position, as bullfighting is a man’s 
sport. Of course, that idea has already been complicated by the film which earlier presented 
donning the matador’s costume as a kind of cross-dressing. Here, by drawing a parallel between 
dance and bullfighting, the blurring of masculine and feminine is extended and the bullfighting 
arena is imagined as an androgynous, creative, and liberating space. Unable to re-enter the ring 
himself, Antonio exercises his talents by passing them on to his daughter. In this sequence, we 
see how working on and against their prescribed limitations—of gender for Carmen, of ability 
for Antonio—allows each of them to survive in a hostile environment, though Encarna’s 
suspicions that Antonio is spending time with his daughter fill her with jealousy and rage. 
Years pass. Carmen practices her bullfighting moves with the laundry, co-mingling her 
domestic chores with her athletic ambitions. In a shot that cleverly collapses time, Carmen steps 
behind some clothing hanging on the line and re-emerges a teenager, still passing the time by 
imagining herself a matadora. By this time, Encarna has apparently reached her breaking point: 
she pushes Antonio, in his chair, down the stairs to his death, providing yet more evidence that 
her contempt is inextricably bound to his disability which she views as unforgivably unmanly. 
His fall ends beneath his own portrait, inviting a contrast between the robust man he once was 
and the frail one he has become. Encarna’s primary motive for mariticide is presumably 
financial, but she is also driven by her disgust at his frailty and angered by the happiness he has 
found in spite of his disability (which is in her eyes effeminacy). In a return to the classic fairy-
tale script, she sends Carmen into the woods (allegedly to visit her father’s grave) with the 
chauffeur who, like the huntsman before him, is to end the girl’s life. 
 57 
This scene revises that of the Grimms’ “Snow White” in several disturbing ways. With 
no order to return with the girl’s heart, the chauffeur strangles her. While his hands are still 
around her throat, he violently kisses her. This conflation of huntsman and prince is a telling 
critique of the classic tale, which the film suggests imagines a young protagonist who, like the 
Count’s creation in Carter’s “The Snow Child,” is the realization of male fantasy, here amplified 
and made more threatening through the introduction of an element of sadism. This is, perhaps, 
the chauffeur’s revenge for being made the submissive, emasculated partner in his sexual 
relationship with Encarna; given the chance to take on the “male” role, he violently overcorrects. 
In a powerful disidentificatory statement, the kiss is, as it was for Snow White and Sleeping 
Beauty before her, what wakes Carmen up. In this version, however, she wakes from near-
unconsciousness in order to fight back when the attack takes on a sexual dimension. She flees, 
running into a nearby stream, only to be held underwater by her predator and left for dead. In 
Blancanieves, then, the huntsman takes no mercy on Snow White. He does not kill her, but in 
this revision, it isn’t for a lack of trying. 
A prince—or rather, a dwarf named Rafita—wakes Snow White with a kiss—or rather, 
by performing CPR. Unlike the delicate damsels of classic fairy tales, Carmen reacts by spitting 
up water and gasping for breath. And yet it’s love at first sight—but only for him; Carmen never 
seems aware of, much less to return, his romantic feelings, another way in which she departs 
from the expected role of the fairy-tale heroine. In this retelling, there are only six dwarfs. When 
Carmen joins them, she is able to realize her true calling as a matadora and effectively becomes 
the seventh dwarf, a part of rather than apart from their group. This is underscored in this shot in 
which Carmen is literally framed as one of “los enanitos toreros” (Figure 9). The dwarfs occupy 
an ambiguous position with regard to ability; while dwarfism is, for example, covered by the 
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Americans with Disabilities Act, there is no consensus within the dwarf community regarding 
identification as disabled. The dwarfs’ small stature does not prevent them from pursuing athletic 
careers, but does render theirs a sort of novelty act. Their resistance to easy categorization is 
another in a series of crucial dismantlings of oppositional binaries enacted by the film. Their 
ambiguity with regard to ability in turn permits a kind of gender fluidity that inspires Carmen to 
embrace her androgyny rather than to serve as the token princess. 
Describing Carmen as experiencing gender dysphoria, as one might be tempted to do, 
doesn’t capture the complexity of her gender identification. She does not identify as male; rather, 
her deliberate androgyny is her means of navigating the world. After what could have been a 
traumatic haircut in childhood, Carmen elects to keep her hair boyish and short. She wears the 
matador’s costume inside the ring—though it, as I previously discussed, is not an uncomplicated 
symbol of masculinity—and a simple but feminine dress outside of it. One of the dwarfs, Josefa, 
appears biologically male but acts as a sort of den mother to the rest of the troupe, caring for 
them and cooking all of their meals while donning a wig, makeup, and a dress and apron. At no 
point does this raise an eyebrow; this casual acceptance of gender non-conformity facilitated by 
the already “queer” status of dwarfism may well have been encouraging to the adolescent 
Carmen. Alas, she, as we will see, finds less success as a gender non-conformist. So while the 
film can imagine radical alternatives to dominant modes of identifying/presenting, it suggests 
that, at least for now, such alternatives can only find limited (or temporary) success. 
Carmen seems to have found the work and the life that suits her as a matadora and part of 
the dwarfs’ troupe. Even so, the fact of her sex continues to work against her, as is illustrated in 
one short but pivotal scene. Approached by an agent who wishes to put her under contract, 
Carmen freely admits that she is illiterate. In an almost comically phallic image, the close-up on 
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the extension of the pen’s tip inextricably links Carmen’s exploitation to this man’s aggressive 
masculinity (Figures 10 and 11). The paper Carmen signs with a shaky “X” delivers him 
exclusive control over her career for the rest of her life. When Carmen extends her hand to shake 
her agent’s, he instead kisses it, re-introducing an imbalanced gender dynamic and refusing any 
semblance of equality. The demonstration in this scene of how a lack of control over language 
can restrict access or even endanger an individual links this issue of language to one of a binary 
and hierarchical model of sex-as-gender.  
 Now billed as Blancanieves—at once Snow White and one of the seven dwarfs—Carmen 
achieves particular fame given the added excitement over her performance as a kind of gender 
transgression. This is a fascinating disidentificatory moment; Carmen is at once celebrated for 
being a model of femininity—she is Snow White!—and for boldly entering the masculine space 
of the bullfighting ring. But when Carmen graces the cover of a magazine, taking the spot 
promised to Encarna, her stepmother’s rage is re-ignited; Carmen is not only still alive, she has, 
yet again, stolen the spotlight from Encarna. After an unexpected triumph in the very arena 
where her father’s career ended, Carmen, in another gender reversal that recalls the ending of 
Carter’s “The Snow Child,” gives Rafita a rose. In exchange, the unknowing Rafita hands her 
Encarna’s poisoned apple. In Barthelme’s Snow White, Paul’s condescension saves Snow White; 
he drinks the poisoned cocktail intended for her. Here, Rafita’s guileless love for Carmen leads 
to her death; male desire proves more dangerous for women than ambivalence. Recalling her 
feeding of Antonio in the hospital early in the film, Encarna mimes biting into the apple herself, 
willing Carmen to do the same at her peril. Which, of course, she does. The poisoning is itself a 
kind of disidentification; Encarna invokes the nurturing act in order to perform a lethal one—
disidentification, in its flexibility, can be dangerous! The unwitting collusion of Encarna’s hate 
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and Rafita’s love for Carmen is destructive; the structure of heterosexual romance puts a man in 
love and a jealous stepmother in league with one another: both want Carmen inert and on her 
back. In this return to and amplification of the fairy-tale hypotext, the animalistic, sexualized, 
black-clad Encarna remains the film’s recognizable villain. More radically, her would-be prince 
becomes complicit in her demise.  
Carmen is carried out of the arena a champion, but when the film ends, she has been 
made the star of a freak show, “Snow White’s Awakening,” Rafita her grief- and guilt-stricken 
attendant. She lies in a glass coffin, her face made up and her hair long, crowned with a floral 
wreath. The announcer, working the crowd, asks if this spectacle is “a miracle or a curse?” and 
audience members line up and pay a fee for the chance to kiss Snow White. When a particularly 
skeptical gentleman takes his turn, a hidden pedal is depressed and Snow White creaks into an 
upright position, her eyes suddenly opening. The announcer, in answer to his earlier question, 
declares it “a miracle!” Despite the strides she made in life to carve out a fitting space for her 
non-normative gender expression, Carmen has been forced back into a role that is not only 
feminine, but that renders her a completely passive sexual object, the realization of the beauty 
myth. 
As the film draws to a close, Rafita fixes her hair and re-applies her make-up, further 
implicating himself in her objectification. He climbs into the coffin next to her, administering the 
kiss he never was able to give while she lived. Alas, he is no prince, and his kiss fails to revive 
Carmen. This, too, is a complex moment of disidentification; Rafita’s care for and commitment 
for Carmen seems selfless, but his stolen kiss aligns him with the customers who saw Carmen as 
just a freak. Tellingly, Carmen sheds a single tear, suffering, perhaps protesting, even in death, 
being made to serve as a caricature of femininity. Jan Susina, in her review of the film, calls its 
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conclusion “ambiguous” but suggests that this final tear “hints that Blancanieves’s imprisonment 
might be coming to an end” (167); I think rather it underscores her inability to escape the 
suffering of enforced passivity required by traditional femininity. It also constitutes a return to 
the association of disability with femininity: femininity is disabling. The answer to the freak 
show announcer’s question, “A miracle or a curse?”, is “both,” for, in the end, there is no real 
distinction to be made. The “miracle” of the fairy-tale kiss was always already a ruse, a 
prescription for conscribed femininity disguised as romance. 
 Early versions of “Snow White” celebrate beauty and warn against jealousy via their 
simple configuration of red, black, and white, and the world they depict is even simpler than this 
color scheme suggests. It is a world of reductive binary oppositions: good versus evil, beautiful 
versus ugly, selfless versus selfish. While Carter, Barthelme, Oyeyemi, and Berger use “Snow 
White” as a familiar frame to expose this oversimplification and to present a world that is more 
rich, more complex, and more true, they cannot offer the “happily ever after” of the classic tale. 
They imagine heroines who, by refusing to conform, may experience greater freedom, but find 
that freedom necessarily temporary in a world that still subscribes to the beauty myth. 
Chapter 1 Figures 
Figure 1. “Snow White and the Seven Dwarfs” Book 
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Figure 2. Snow White at the Wishing Well 
 
Figure 3. Red Apple 
 
Figure 4. Matador Slipper 
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Figure 5. Matador Garment 
 
Figure 6. Matador Tie 
 
 
Figure 7. Encarna Feeds Antonio in the Hospital 
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Figure 8. Carmen Watches Encarna and the Butler 
 
 
Figure 9. Snow White and the Seven Dwarfs 
 
 
Figure 10. Pen Tip Extending 
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Figure 11. Pen Tip Extended 
 
 
Figure 12. Snow White’s Awakening 
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CHAPTER 2: PASSIVE PRINCESSES AND PREDATORY PRINCES IN 
“SLEEPING BEAUTY” 
 
“Sleeping Beauty” has much in common with “Snow White.” Tatar acknowledges this in 
The Annotated Classic Fairy Tales, calling Sleeping Beauty “the fabled passive princess who 
awaits liberation from a prince” and noting her resemblance to “the catatonic Snow White, who 
can do nothing more than lie in wait for Prince Charming” (96).6 In fact, Bettelheim argues that 
this inaction is essential to both tales, which strive to normalize of the period of passivity that he 
characterizes as a natural and necessary part of adolescent development. Like “Snow White,” 
“Sleeping Beauty” equates a woman’s physical beauty and her worth. Like Snow White, 
Sleeping Beauty suffers at the hands of an angry older woman, though she has done nothing 
wrong. And like “Snow White,” “Sleeping Beauty” features a prince who wakes the princess 
from an enchanted sleep. Through this, Bettelheim argues, it “tells that a long period of 
quiescence, of contemplation, of concentration on the self, can and often does lead to highest 
achievement” (226), attempting to stage passivity as a stage of human development that is not 
sexually specific despite the fact that “Sleeping Beauty” presents only young women as requiring 
this stage. When applied to this tale, Bettelheim’s interpretation problematically implies that, for 
a woman, the patriarchally mandated “happily ever after” of marriage and family is necessarily 
that “highest achievement.” 
In fact, though, for all their similarities, the differences between these tales make 
“Sleeping Beauty” worthy of consideration in its own right; for example, while it shares with 
“Snow White” insistence on female passivity, its prince proves more predatory than “charming.” 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
6 She does not include “Sleeping Beauty” in The Classic Fairy Tales, perhaps because of these similarities. (“Snow 
White” is included.) 
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This is especially true in Giambattista Basile’s version of the tale, “Sun, Moon, and Talia.”7 In it, 
the princess is raped and gives birth to twins while unconscious. This central violation is 
commuted in Perrault’s and the Grimms’ versions; in the former, the prince has only to kneel 
down beside the princess for her to awaken; in the latter, a kiss rouses Rose from her enchanted 
sleep. In all three, the happy ending hinges on the couple’s marriage. The larger role of the 
prince in “Sleeping Beauty” (as compared to “Snow White”) exposes the potential for 
exploitation in the inherently asymmetrical heterosexual relationship which requires passivity of 
young women while rewarding action of the part of men. While these gender roles are painted as 
complementary by some authors, the double standard they constitute should not be ignored. 
Additionally, in a noteworthy connection to “Bluebeard” (discussed in chapter four), this 
tale’s heroine is punished for her curiosity while its hero is not; this pattern is evident throughout 
fairy tales and particularly in the Grimms’, where male curiosity is generally cast as courageous 
(Rigol). The princess’s curiosity about the spindle—a phallic symbol within weaving, a feminine 
craft (von Franz, The Feminine in Fairy Tales 49)—brings about her one hundred years of 
enchanted sleep, penance for this symbolically sexual transgression. The prince (or king), on the 
other hand, deliberately enters an abandoned castle and seeks out the princess and goes 
unpunished—instead, he is married to the prizeworthy princess following her waking. In From 
the Beast to the Blonde, Warner notes this veneration of male heroes in fairy tales whose 
“position … as saviour and provider in these testimonies of female conflict is assumed, repeated 
and reinforced” (239). It is no wonder that the prince is at once sexually aggressive and the tale’s 
hero; his aggression is the very proof of his heroism. The beauty myth that operates in “Snow 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
7 Though Perceforest, a 14th-century French prose romance, contains a “Sleeping Beauty” episode, Basile’s version 
is better known and thus more usefully read as a/the hypotext for not only Perrault’s and the Grimms’, but also many 
contemporary revisions. 
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White” is, then, just one facet of the patriarchally mandated heterosexual relationship. The way 
in which it legitimizes male dominance over females is further exposed/explored in “Sleeping 
Beauty.” 
These classic versions of “Sleeping Beauty” work within rather than against the 
patriarchal system that valorizes this kind of aggressive sexual maneuver. The revisions 
examined in this chapter engage with one or more of these hypotexts, foregrounding their 
problematic ideology with regard to romantic relationships. Their disidentificatory work is also 
restorative, reminding readers/viewers of the sexual violation at the heart of the fairy tale which, 
though scaled back, has never been completely eliminated; in fact, it has been romanticized, 
which may be even more dangerous. All of these hypertexts amplify this violation, and most do 
so by multiplying it. By expanding the sexual violence to include incest (Anne Sexton’s “Briar 
Rose (Sleeping Beauty)”), necrophilia (Julia Leigh’s 2011 film Sleeping Beauty), and bestiality 
(Robert Coover’s Briar Rose), these revisions show that the classic tale’s depiction of romance is 
rather an illustration of the danger heterosexual relationships pose to women. They challenge 
audiences to find the line between romance and abuse, suggesting that the traditional love plot, at 
best, straddles it. While these three hypertexts focus particularly on the “problem” (of the 
fundamental and dangerous asymmetry of the romantic relationship as imagined in fairy tales), 
Olga Broumas’ poem “Sleeping Beauty” takes a different tack, offering the homosexual 
relationship as a more egalitarian alternative. This demonstration of resistance to the 
heteronormative mandate suggests that the homosexual relationship allows for equity precluded 
by the heterosexual dynamic (even as it acknowledges the danger of being an “out” lesbian in a 
homophobic and misogynistic society). Bettelheim calls Sleeping Beauty “the incarnation of 
perfect femininity” (236). As each of these hypertexts responds to the classic fairy tale, it pushes 
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against that model of femininity while demonstrating the continued threat to women in a world 
that ascribes sexual agency to men and demands receptivity and passivity from women (and 
which incredibly casts this combination of attributes as protective of women). Collectively, they 
turn the idealized romance of “Sleeping Beauty” on its head, demonstrating that it lacks the very 
mutuality it pretends to epitomize, and call for a new model of romantic relationship, one not 
necessarily queer, but certainly equal. 
Hypotexts 
In Basile’s “Sun, Moon, and Talia,” a king is out on a hunt when he finds Talia deep in 
enchanted sleep in a deserted palace. There mere sight of such beauty “enflame[s]” him, and the 
king carries Talia from the chair in which she sleeps to a bed where he “picked the fruits of 
love.” This hypotext, then, lacks the iconic image of the Sleeping Beauty found lying peacefully 
in her bed; instead, she is transported to it by the king so that he may act on his selfish sexual 
desires, euphemistically sanitized. Though he was conscious during intercourse, he leaves and 
forgets the incident for a long time. Talia, though unconscious, cannot, for, while still in her 
enchanted sleep, she “unload[s] a pair of babies,” Sun and Moon. She wakes only when one, 
searching for her nipple, sucks on her fingertip and dislodges the piece of flax responsible for her 
sleep. Though Talia’s maternal instinct is triggered and she feels only love for these two “jewels” 
(Canepa, Giambattista Basile’s The Tale of Tales 414), they are indisputably the products of 
rape, rendering the king more fairly the tale’s villain than its hero. He is a sexual predator, Talia 
his victim, alone in carrying and caring for the children resulting from their encounter. It is 
worrying that this story has informed so many young girls’ romantic fantasies given its 
unapologetic justification of rape; indeed, its moral assures us, “for those who are lucky, good 
rains down even when they are sleeping” (417), suggesting that Talia should be not just tolerant 
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of, but actually grateful for, the ordeal through which she has been put. Bettelheim seems to 
accept this favorable reading of Talia’s violation, positing that “complete selfhood comes only 
with having given life, and with nurturing the one whom one has brought into being with the 
baby sucking from the mother’s body” (235). This speaks to the inherent imbalance of 
reproductive heterosexuality; to conceive a child requires a man and a woman, but the burden of 
childbirth (and often child rearing) is the woman’s alone. And yet Bettelheim suggests that the 
king has done Talia a favor. 
Talia and her suitor-rapist cannot yet be wed, for he is already married. His wife is 
outraged when she learns of his infidelity, but displaces the blame for it onto Talia, calling her 
“that fancy piece of trash, that weed with whom my husband takes his pleasure … that bitch who 
makes my head spin like a top” and promising to make her pay (415-6). She has internalized the 
double standard that allows male sexual exploration but punishes female sexual activity, holding 
Talia responsible her own victimization (in a parallel to “Little Red Riding Hood,” discussed in 
chapter three). Talia apologizes, and in a euphemism that compares the act of rape to a military 
maneuver—and thus implicitly acknowledges male power and its violence—explains that “the 
king had taken possession of her territory when she was under a sleeping spell” (416). The 
queen, unmoved, orders the cook to prepare Sun and Moon in a stew and feed them to the king; 
unbeknownst to her, he instead prepares a pair of goats (substituting kids for kids). Thinking she 
has eliminated her husband’s illegitimate children, she decides to burn Talia alive, only for the 
king to arrive and have his wife killed instead. At the tale’s conclusion, then, though the king is 
guilty of infidelity, rape, and even murder, his wife who is presented as the story’s sole villain. 
The king’s actions are deemed not only justified but valiant, and Talia is counted lucky, despite 
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“all her ordeals,” for her long life with her husband and children (417), the pinnacle of female 
achievement as narrowly conceived under patriarchy. 
Perrault characteristically sanitizes the story. In “The Sleeping Beauty in the Wood” (“La 
belle au bois dormant”), it is explained that Sleeping Beauty has been “reserved” for her intended 
prince, language that removes any doubt as to his claim. The prince is impelled not by lust but by 
“love and honour” to wake the sleeping princess; even the brambles cooperate, parting to grant 
him access to the castle (Opie and Opie 112). Far more chivalrous than his literary predecessor, 
the hero of Perrault’s tale does not rape or even kiss the sleeping princess, but falls on his knees 
beside her in a display of chaste devotion. She awakens not so much because of his actions, then, 
but because the spell has expired. Upon waking, she notes that he has been kept waiting for a 
long time,8 and he is charmed by her words. After much conversation and even more weeping, 
the pair is married in the chapel after supper the same night. The prince continues to visit her at 
the castle during the next two years, during which time she gives birth to two (notably 
legitimate) children, Morning and Day. There is no rape here, but there is yet inequity; the 
princess is relegated to the domestic sphere, existing solely as a wife and mother, while the 
prince travels freely. 
In “The Sleeping Beauty in the Wood,” it is the prince’s mother who poses a threat to his 
wife and their children. Iona and Peter Opie call this substitution of mother for wife “defective” 
(102); similarly, Bettelheim finds in it insufficient justification for the “cannibalistic hatred of the 
queen” (229). There is one clear advantage to this alteration, though: the elimination of infidelity 
from the earlier version preserves the prince’s position as the tale’s unblemished hero. When he 
becomes king, he puts his wife and children in his mother’s care and things proceed more or less 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
8 In Angela Carter’s cheekier translation, she says rather, “You have kept me waiting for a long time” (21, emphasis 
added). 
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in the way Basile described, with another significant revision: in her rage at her foiled plans, the 
king’s mother throws herself into the vat of serpents she had prepared for her daughter-in-law, 
sparing him the trouble (and the culpability). So while Basile’s hero was guilty of three 
considerable sins, Perrault’s is without flaw. Perrault’s moral, as included in Carter’s translation, 
suggests that a “brave, rich, handsome husband is a prize well worth waiting for” but laments 
that no “modern woman” has the necessary patience for a long engagement (25). Here, the 
endorsement of patriarchal values and the nuclear family is wholehearted, the hero blameless, 
and the princess helpless. This version is relatively inoffensive, but it, too, is predicated on a 
hierarchical model of romance in which unmarried women are in waiting for their lives to start. 
It is important to note, too, that this version has been eclipsed by the Grimms’ (and Disney’s) 
versions; western audiences tellingly find a more aggressive prince more appealing.  
The Grimms’ “Little Briar Rose” (“Dornröschen”) is the version on which the Disney 
film is based and the best known version in the United States.9 In it, when the prince arrives at 
the enchanted castle, the briars not only open up a path for him (as in Perrault’s tale), they 
actually flower, as if to further endorse his claim to the princess inside. In an oft-replicated 
revision that echoes “Snow White,” the Grimms’ prince finds a happy compromise between the 
rape of Basile’s and the chaste kneeling of Perrault’s princes: he wakes Briar Rose with a kiss, a 
less invasive and more romantic gesture that has become iconic. Crucially, it is (still) a non-
consensual one. Kimberly J. Lau notes another significant departure from Perrault’s tale 
following her awakening. In that tale, the prince and princess engage in a long conversation; in 
the Grimms’, she responds with only a fond look. In fact, Lau writes, her “deathlike passivity is 
her most becoming feature” (122); her choice of words is not accidental; she accusing the prince 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
9 Of course, the Disney film modifies the Grimms’ tale, failing to mention, for instance, the “agonizing deaths” 
Rose’s other potential suitors died in the briars (Tatar, The Annotated Classic Fairy Tales 101).  
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of acting on a necrophilic impulse. The happy ending of “Little Briar Rose” arrives even more 
quickly than it does in the other versions. Having altogether eliminated the threatening 
wife/mother figure, who brought with her subject matter the Grimms found “decidedly 
unsavory” (Tatar, The Hard Facts 139), there remains no obstacle to the prince and princess’s 
happy marriage, which becomes the note on which the story ends. At best, these hypotexts hold 
up passivity as an essential feminine trait, tinging the prince’s passion with a note of necrophilia; 
at worst, they justify rape, presenting a sexual predator as the princess’s savior. And this offered 
up (and too often accepted) as a model of “fairy-tale” romance. 
Hypertexts 
 “Briar Rose (Sleeping Beauty)” is the final poem in Anne Sexton’s Transformations, the 
culmination of its dark and personal themes. It re-casts “Sleeping Beauty” as a tale of incestuous 
abuse. It nods to both major strands of the fairy tale in its title; this along with the illustration that 
precedes the poem, of a girl with lifeless eyes in the embrace of a much older and sinister-
looking man, suggest that whichever version one chooses, disturbing sexual content lies just 
beneath its surface. By reimagining the prince’s kiss as a father’s abuse of his daughter, it 
escalates the troubling imbalance modeled in the fairy tale romance. Sexton frames her retelling 
of the fairy tale with a real-life echo that is revealed in the final stanza to be the speaker’s (and 
by extension, Sexton’s own)10 experience. By making her father (the king) Rose’s abuser, Sexton 
is most obviously replacing the condoned romantic relationship with an insupportable one, 
inviting readers to reconsider their reaction to the prince’s kiss in the Grimms’ tale. Additionally, 
the king is a synecdochal representative of the patriarchy, and so his actions reveal that system as 
predicated on the abuse of women for whom passivity is an expectation. 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
10 Sexton invites the equation of author and speaker in the opening lines of the collection’s first poem: “The speaker 
in this case / is a middle-aged witch, me—” (“The Gold Key,” 1-2). 
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In opening, we are invited to “[c]onsider” a girl who, instead of growing up, is shutting 
down, regressing, even trying to be unborn: 
She is stuck in the time machine 
suddenly two years old sucking her thumb …  
She is swimming further and further back, 
up like a salmon, 
struggling into her mother’s pocketbook. (1, 7-8, 12-14) 
This movement against the current is depicted as unhealthy and unnatural, as are her father’s 
displays of affection for the “[l]ittle doll child” (15): he calls her to sit upon his knee so that he 
may deliver “kisses for the back of [her] neck,” asks her to be his “snooky,” and offers her “a 
root” (18, 21-22). This language points to the girl’s lack of agency in the relationship; 
infantilized by her father, she reverts back to toddlerhood, a time when he would have had 
almost complete control over her. In this state, she cannot halt his advances, but silently endures 
them. The sexual undertones here will be amplified in the poem’s final stanza. 
Sexton shifts from this vignette to her extended retelling of “Sleeping Beauty,” which 
infuses the tale with added and disturbing sexual significance. The thirteenth fairy has a “uterus 
like an empty teacup” which, along with her “fingers as long and thin as straws” and “eyes burnt 
by cigarettes” marks her as hollow and as evil (32-4). Her barrenness renders her suspect; though 
she is angered by her exclusion from the festivities as in the Grimms’ tale, here, she seems 
driven also by her jealousy at this evidence of the queen’s fertility and reminder of her own lack. 
Recalling Bettelheim’s claim that no woman is complete until she has produced and nurtured a 
child, the poem rehearses the fairy tale’s suggestion that women are only as valuable (and as 
good) as they are procreative. Though the threat laid out in the fairy’s curse is quite clear, the 
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king’s efforts to protect his daughter extend beyond the “exterminat[ion] and exorci[sm]” of 
spinning wheels (52), which would seem sufficient. In fact, nightly, the king 
bit the hem of her gown 
to keep her safe. 
He fastened the moon up 
with a safety pin 
to give her perpetual light (55-59) 
Such actions extend well beyond reasonable parental protection, taking on romantic and even 
sexual implications, revealing the true nature of the king’s fears for his daughter. He has 
projected his own lust for her outward, and orders every man in the court to “scour his tongue 
with Bab-o / lest they poison the air she dwelt in” (61-62), conflating male desire with dirtiness 
and inserting a contemporary (and so anachronistic) reference that suggests its continued threat. 
In reality, he is the greatest threat to her safety, insisting that she “dwel[l] in his [rank] odor” 
until she falls inevitably into enchanted sleep (63), which is here not only a curse, but a 
temporary refuge from consciousness. Asleep, she finds respite from the awareness of her 
father’s sexual abuse, even as her vulnerability permits that abuse. 
After one hundred years of sleep, the wall of briars “parted as if for Moses” (92), the 
mock-reverent tone suggesting that this prince, unlike those who preceded him, is the chosen 
one. (92). In a subtle suggestion of the objectification central to this tale, the prince’s discovery 
of the sleeping princess is of “the tableau intact” (94), she is, like Snow White, the “inanimate 
objet d’art” the patriarchy idealizes (Gilbert and Gubar 294-295). The climactic moment and its 
aftermath echo the frame story: 
He kissed Briar Rose 
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and she woke up crying: 
Daddy! Daddy! 
Presto! She’s out of prison! 
She married the prince 
and all went well 
except for the fear— 
the fear of sleep. (94-101) 
Two perspectives clash here. First, we see Rose’s fearful reaction. Her waking cries of “Daddy!” 
upon being kissed imply the incestuous violation she has endured, and the trauma she re-
experiences in being “rescued” in this manner by another man. This is juxtaposed with the 
excited “Presto!” that follows, a reaction that echoes our own overhasty and uncritical enjoyment 
of the classic fairy tale’s iconic kiss, chastising us for misreading this moment of violation as one 
of liberation. 
Rose is released from the prison of enchanted sleep only to be transferred to another; she 
can only sleep with the assistance of the chemist’s “knock-out drops” (107). Sleep is “that brutal 
place” (111) where she suffers nightmares and where her body can be violated. Further, as 
Harries writes, in dreams, she comes to the “pained recognition that she and the baleful fairy are 
interchangeable” (Twice Upon a Time 127); as a result of the sexual trauma she has been put 
through, the hollowness of the fairy, and with it the suggestion of failed femininity, is now her 
own. Because he has already demonstrated his readiness to violate her sleeping form, she fears 
the prince, her “rescuer,” particularly. In her drugged sleep—the height of passivity—she is 
vulnerable, but she is also numb: 
This trance girl 
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is yours to do with 
You could lay her in a grave, 
an awful package, 
and shovel dirt on her face 
and she’d never call back: Hello there! (129-134) 
Drugged, she can sleep through anything, even being buried alive, except—“if you kissed her on 
the mouth / her eyes would spring open / and she’d call out: Daddy! Daddy!” (135-137). The 
fairy tale dictates that a kiss wakes the sleeping princess; this revision recasts this, the apex of the 
tale’s romantic plot, as a (re-)traumatizing experience. For this young victim of incest, a kiss is a 
triggering violation. Not even the knock-out drops can protect her from the painful memories it 
forces her to revisit. This, of course, constitutes a radical departure from the classic tale, but one 
that has implications for its model of romance which is, at least at its conception, indisputably 
one-sided. 
The penultimate stanza is written in first person; the speaker identifies herself as the 
unspecified girl of the opening stanza (“I was abandoned…I was forced backward. / I was forced 
forward” [142, 144-5]) and the bearing of the fairy tale on her life is explained. The story of “a 
girl” is no longer hypothetical, the fairy tale not an escapist fantasy but a means of conveying the 
trauma of her lived experience. In a final turn to it, she writes 
It’s not the prince at all, 
but my father 
drunkenly bent over my bed, 
circling the abyss like a shark, 
my father thick upon me 
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like some sleeping jellyfish. (152-157) 
The illusion of happily ever after promised by the fairy tale is shattered as the heroic prince is 
replaced by an alcohol-fueled man, predatory like a shark and smothering like a jellyfish; true 
first love’s kiss is replaced by incestuous violation. The fantasy of the fairy tale is supplanted by 
the harsh reality of the speaker’s life and at the same time, the fairy tale is itself scrutinized and 
found to be a dangerous model for romance. Zipes calls Sexton “overly pessimistic” in this poem 
(The Brothers Grimm 216), and it is certainly fair to say that she has here summarily rejected the 
happy ending of the fairy tale. That the tale maps so neatly onto an incest narrative, however, 
suggests that her pessimism is not without cause; Sexton amplifies, but does not herself invent, 
the fairy tale’s central violation. “Briar Rose (Sleeping Beauty)” forces us to question the values 
of a love story which has always been about the exploitation allowed—even deemed 
protective—by a patriarchal model of relationship. By forever altering our associations with the 
tale’s central kiss, Sexton’s poem performs an important adjustment to our reaction to the tale, 
suggesting that it may be better understood as a warning than a love story. By working within the 
parameters of the classic tale—the fragmented fairy-tale retelling contained in the larger poem is 
generally a “faithful” one, after all—Sexton disidentifies with it, revealing its idealized 
combination of feminine passivity and male activity to be a distinctly dangerous one. 
  Julia Leigh’s Sleeping Beauty departs more radically from the classic fairy tale than does 
Sexton’s poem; it reproduces little of its plot, but it lingers over the tale’s central “tableau” (to 
use Sexton’s word). Lucy (Emily Browning), the film’s protagonist, has almost nothing in 
common with the princesses of Basile’s, Perrault’s, and the Grimms’ renderings: she lies easily 
and often, abuses drugs, picks up men at bars, and, far from living in a castle, works multiple 
jobs and still cannot make rent. The result is a character who is difficult to relate to and, as some 
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viewers have complained,11 even to like. Lucy moves through life as if asleep; in this regard, she 
is a “sleeping beauty,” though that designation takes on new and disturbing meaning later in the 
film. Like Sexton’s poem, this film disidentifies particularly with the climactic scene of the tale, 
in part through repetition; we see the princess—Lucy, sedated and left naked in a bed—
approached by the prince—a paying client, always a much older man—not once, but four times 
over the course of the film. By recasting it in this dark and disturbing manner, Sleeping Beauty 
underscores the inescapable suggestion of necrophilia latent in the classic tale and the selfish—if 
not sadistic—impulse on which the prince acts when violating the princess. It complicates the 
princess’s passivity, however, making the “sleep” a condition into which she willingly enters (for 
financial gain) that nevertheless proves dangerous, raising the question of “whether agency can 
ever be found in the ‘choice’ to be powerless” (Clarke 9). That question proves unanswerable, 
for Lucy’s “choice” is one her desperation drives her to make, not one made freely. The film 
explores the dangers of passivity and strategically declines to imagine a viable alternative for 
young women trapped in a patriarchal system. 
The film opens with a shot of a white, sterile laboratory; when the title is displayed, a 
technician is taping a balloon to the end of a piece of flexible plastic tubing. Lucy, a very 
attractive college student with immaculate pale skin, red hair, and full lips, enters and signs a 
consent form and perfunctorily opens her mouth. The technician hands her the tubing and she 
begins feeding it, balloon first, down her throat. He stands over her and helps, inserting it inch by 
inch while she gags; once this is complete, he begins forcing air into the tube to inflate the 
balloon inside of Lucy (Figure 13). Though the whole process takes only about a minute, it is 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
11 Kyra Clarke describes some audience members’ negative reaction to Lucy expressed during a post-viewing Q&A 
at the 2011 Sydney Film Festival. She explains that Lucy “exceeds expectations of femininity, creating discomfort 
for some viewers. Young women who fail to conform to expectations of femininity are generally shamed and 
pathologised” (6). 
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extremely uncomfortable viewing foreshadowing the sexual exploitation of Lucy to come. As 
Clarke writes, this penetration of the mouth “produces her silence, stopping her tongue” (11), 
anticipating Lucy’s silent submission to men’s desires. In the next shot, Lucy is gargling in the 
restroom as if to wash away the unpleasant experience. Later in the film, she calls the technician 
Dr. Frankenstein and he calls her a “bad monster”; the exchange is playful, but telling. These lab 
scenes, and in particular the reference to Frankenstein, suggest that Lucy’s reductive view of 
herself is a product of her internalization of men’s desire for her as an aesthetic and sexual 
object; they have “created” her. Though she attempts to reclaim a measure of agency by 
leveraging her body for financial gain, doing so requires her blind subservience to and 
perpetuation of this patriarchal system.   
Serving as an experimental subject is just one of Lucy’s sources of income. (We also see 
her cleaning tables at a café and making copies at an office, and though it is not entirely clear, it 
seems likely that she is also paid for the sex she has with the businessmen she picks up at a high-
end bar.) Lucy’s need for money is what propels the film forward. Beyond the substantial screen 
time devoted to her at work at her many jobs, her struggle to pay the rent is what leads her to the 
sexually charged work that has its roots in the classic fairy tale; men have money, and she needs 
it. Even so, her attitude toward her body and sex is determinedly casual. Following the bright 
white of the opening sequence, we see Lucy in a dark bar, doing a line of cocaine in a bathroom 
stall12 before agreeing to go home with a man she’s just met who “wins” her in a coin toss with 
his friend. Lucy acquiesces with “yes, my prince,” one of very few explicit nods to fairy tale in 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
12 In this brief scene, Lucy flirts with the woman who provides the cocaine, brazenly pocketing the bill used to snort 
it, leveraging her sexuality for monetary gain as she will continue to do throughout the film. 
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the film.13 This is a poignant moment of disidentification. Lucy submits to a man’s desire even as 
she reminds us of the misogyny undergirding the idea that men are entitled to sexual satisfaction 
from the women of their choosing. She follows the man out of the bar with no expression on her 
face, appearing entirely without feeling about their imminent sexual encounter, not unlike the 
abused child of Sexton’s poem. The romantic script teaches women this apathy toward sex, 
which for Lucy grows as does the number and degree of violations she permits. 
Set alongside the exploitative relationships she has with most men is Lucy’s friendship 
with Birdmann (Ewen Leslie) who is arguably the (failed) prince of this fairy tale. Lucy seems 
happiest and most at ease when at his apartment, though she does not—cannot?—share the 
romantic feelings he harbors for her.14 Keenly aware of this, and of the brokenness of their lives, 
the two routinely parody heteronormativity, offering something like comic relief, though even 
these conversations have a tragic edge: 
Lucy: So how are you? 
Birdmann: I’m very well, thank you. And you? 
Lucy: Oh yes, very well, thank you. And, um, how’s the family? 
Birdmann: Oh, very well, thank you. And yours? 
Lucy: Oh yes, very well.  
Birdmann: And how are the kids? 
Lucy: Yes, they’re fantastic. 
Birdmann: That’s great. 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
13 Others, such as the glass apartment Lucy later rents (suggesting Snow White’s glass coffin) or the scenes in which 
we see her cleaning at home or at work, as Snow White was made to do, are subtler, but they broaden the film’s 
critique, suggesting that it applies to the treatment of women in fairy tales more generally. 
14 Their relationship remains platonic because Birdmann is unable to act on his urges. Recalling a night that he 
wanted to kiss Lucy, Birdmann says his tongue was “furred” and “thick,” finally describing it as “the asshole of the 
asshole of the asshole”—not exactly the words of a prince.  
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These formulaic exchanges take place with put-on cheerfulness. They are playing house, 
referring to families and children that do not exist while refusing to acknowledge the 
complicated feelings between them that do. Significantly, even in this game of make-believe 
they are not part of the same family. Further undercutting their manufactured cheer, as the 
conversation takes place, Lucy opens a bottle of vodka and pours it over cereal for Birdmann and 
into a tall glass for herself, a casual substitution for milk that suggests the quotidian nature of 
their alcohol consumption. This is particularly troubling because Birdmann is a severe alcoholic 
and Lucy, playing the part of nurturing caretaker, is more accurately abetting his self-destruction. 
 And so while this relationship is the most positive in Lucy’s life, it too is deeply flawed. 
There are superficial gender role reversals at play—it is Lucy who comes home from “work,” 
Birdmann whose sphere is exclusively the domestic; in another conversation, she jokingly 
proposes to him—but, more often, the pair adheres to the traditional male-female dynamic. As is 
most literally signaled by the lack of a knob on his apartment door, Birdmann has total control 
over Lucy’s access. When he calls, she comes—and brings the vodka, too. When she offers to 
pay for the rehab that could save him, Birdmann declines, choosing suicide. After his deliberate 
overdose, he makes his rather inelegant last request that Lucy “take [her] top off,” and she, in 
tears, acquiesces, finally yielding to his desires as to those of her paying customers. Even by her 
closest friend, Lucy is reduced to a sexual object, an indication of the ubiquity of and the pain 
provoked by such objectification. Making no effort to stop or to save Birdmann, Lucy leaves his 
apartment after his death and fails to alert anyone; his body goes undiscovered for two weeks. 
This conclusion to their relationship is ethically murky to say the least. Clarke suggests that our 
response to Lucy’s implicitly condoning Birdmann’s suicide hinges on reading it as either 
compassionate or as (more) irresponsible behavior (9), but I believe a third explanation is most 
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likely: Lucy’s failure to act is part of a learned pattern of passivity—of choosing not to act—as 
self-defense in the face of pain or threat, the same repression necessitated by her work as a 
sleeping beauty and the same repression Sexton’s princess seeks through sleeping drugs. 
 In order to supplement her various but insufficient sources of income, Lucy responds to 
an ad in the student paper. Calling from a cramped phone booth, we can easily infer the 
questions she is being asked from her responses: “red … slim … uh, pert.” The work, she learns 
upon meeting Clara (Rachael Blake), is as a lingerie-clad silver service waitress at private dinner 
parties. Despite her coldness, Clara seems almost maternal when she assures Lucy “Your vagina 
will not be penetrated. Your vagina will be a temple.” In fact, the Biblical echo in these words15 
suggests not so much care for Lucy but rather Clara’s ownership of and control over her body, 
thus rendering her complicit in Lucy’s upcoming abuse. Lucy quickly counters with “My vagina 
is not a temple,” a comment that speaks not only to her casual attitude toward sex, but that 
highlights the arbitrariness of this boundary. Penetration or no, this is sex work, as is promptly 
underscored when Clara and her assistant instruct Lucy to strip and circle her, mechanistically 
prodding her flesh and evaluating her body. Clearly, there can be objectification and even 
violation sans penetration.  
When Lucy arrives for her first night of work, she is instructed to wear a shade of lipstick 
that precisely matches the color of her labia, or, as Kendra Reynolds puts it, to “wear … her 
sexuality on her face” (41), another example of Lucy being sexualized without being asked to 
perform sexually. She characteristically (that is, defensively) fails to take the request seriously, 
picking out a hot pink shade, but is summarily inspected and her mistake corrected. Lucy is to 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
15 “Do you not know that your body is a temple of the Holy Spirit, who is in you, whom you have received from 
God? You are not your own; you were bought at a price. Therefore honor God with your body” (NIV Bible, 1 Corin. 
6.19-20). 
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play the Madonna to the other servers’ whores: she is dressed in white lingerie rendering her 
youthful and angelic; the others wear far more revealing black lingerie and heavy makeup. She 
escapes this first night relatively unscathed (apart from being deliberately tripped by one of the 
guests late in the evening), but she is “promoted” quickly.  
Though the phrase “sleeping beauty” is not used diegetically, it clearly applies to Lucy in 
the final stage of her employment. In a radical reworking of the fairy tale, this heroine is violated 
not by a prince, but by several much older men who pay for the privilege. She “chooses” 
passivity, but her choice is motivated by financial need and predicated on a lack of regard for her 
own body (itself a byproduct of the patriarchal view of woman-as-object); therefore, it is not 
truly a choice. Further, the exaggerated age difference and the monetary exchange point to the 
power imbalance and transactional nature of the fairy-tale romance. Per Clara’s promise, Lucy is 
not vaginally penetrated by these men, but they do use, and sometimes abuse, her body. In fact, 
Clara prioritizes her protection of the men (promising them privacy) over that of Lucy in another 
suggestion of her “complicit[ity] in maintaining patriarchy at the expense of Lucy’s body” 
(Clarke 10). Though Lucy has demonstrated a lack of self-regard throughout the film, not 
knowing what her body is being subjected to during these hours proves unbearable to her. 
We see Lucy spend evenings with three different men in Sleeping Beauty. The first, 
driven by his loneliness, is happy to have found a captive audience in Clara (and in us—he looks 
directly into the camera as he speaks) as he grieves the deaths of his family and friends. After 
Clara leaves the room, he is tender with Lucy; having lost his family, he cherishes her body 
instead. He would seem harmless, even sympathetic, were it not for the heaviness of Lucy’s 
unconscious body as he maneuvers it, an unforgettable reminder of her unwitting—if not strictly 
unwilling—receipt of his compensatory caresses. Lucy’s next customer is the man who tripped 
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her during her first night on the job; unsurprisingly, he proves less gentle. A sadist, he verbally 
and physically abuses her in a doomed attempt to provoke his own sexual response. After each 
profane threat, he looks down at his genitals to see if it has inspired the desired result; each time 
it fails, he tries again, escalating to the point of burning her with his cigarette and violently 
penetrating her mouth with his fingers while desperately licking her face. If Lucy’s first visitor 
appears nearly princely, this man is a villain, and his treatment of her body indefensible. The 
third man seems to imagine himself Lucy’s prince, sweeping her off the bed as if to rescue her 
before his physical frailty intervenes and he drops her, half on the bed, half off, and struggles for 
some time to replace her on the mattress. Following this visit, too, Lucy is worse for wear.  
Clarke claims that Lucy’s drugged vulnerability “enables the old men’s performance of 
heteronormative masculinity” (10), but I think it rather offers them the opportunity to mourn the 
loss of their masculinity defined in those terms. It has been eroded, indeed nearly erased, by age. 
In each case, what is most striking is the man’s age and loss of virility. This (and their agreement 
not to have sex with Lucy) would seem to protect her from the worst, but Sleeping Beauty 
explores the dangers of treating women as objects that lie beyond rape. The film renders Lucy an 
unknowing exhibitionist by putting the viewer in the position of voyeur. Passively observing the 
scenes of her abuse, to watch the film—ostensibly a source of entertainment—is to allow, if not 
to condone, Lucy’s mistreatment. By extension, we are implicated in the romanticization of the 
corresponding scene in the classic fairy tale and the larger patriarchal system that is predicated 
on the (ab)use of women. Even more radically, the neat symmetry of this shot, the dark wood of 
the walls, the unwrinkled sheets, and Lucy’s perfectly pale skin all serve to align the sleeping 
beauty with a corpse laid out in a coffin (Figure 14). This recalls the trace of necrophilia lurking 
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in the classic tale. Here, it is nearly literalized when, in an inventive inversion, one of her clients 
dies in bed next to Lucy in the film’s final sequence, leaving her to wake up to his lifeless body. 
 In a pointed reversal of the classic fairy tale, it a woman and not a man who wakes the 
sleeping beauty with a kiss: Clara performs mouth-to-mouth resuscitation, bringing Lucy gasping 
back to life.16 As in the classic tale, this moment in the film proves ethically complicated. The 
fairy tale invites us to celebrate the prince’s romantic gesture even though it represents a non-
consensual act by making it lead directly to the tale’s happy ending in marriage. In the film’s 
powerfully disidentificatory revision, Clara is at once “the enchanter/fairy, putting Lucy to sleep 
by administering the drug, and the prince, waking her with a kiss” (Clarke 7). Clara follows 
Birdmann and each of Lucy’s clients in the film’s lineup of “princes,” another reminder that 
women may themselves perpetuate the objectification and abuse of women under patriarchy. 
Further, the film suggests that it is not only women who suffer under this system, but also men 
(Reynolds 41); “Sleeping Beauty” may have in it a hint of necrophilia, but on this night, it is 
Lucy’s companion (the same man with whom she spent her first night on the job), who actually 
dies, unable to carry on when the physical signs of his masculinity wane. 
Clara’s kiss marks not the start of a romance, but the moment at which Lucy awakens to 
the trauma she has endured. She screams and sobs, “rail[ing] against being brought back into the 
world” (Reynolds 37); consciousness is even more painful than sleep. This scream is almost her 
first, and certainly her strongest expression of emotion in the entire film. After subjecting herself 
to so much abuse, this—her rough return to waking life, her unconscious presence during and 
assistance in the end of another’s—proves the unbearable violation. It parallels Birdmann’s 
suicide and her complicity in it. (Recall that in that case, too, she was on hand as a kind of 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
16 Because she has taken recreational drugs the night before, something she was explicitly warned against, she has 
put her life in danger (perhaps deliberately) by additionally sedating herself for her work. 
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pseudo-wife and sexual object.) Lucy learns too well the costs of “choosing” passivity as self-
defense. Ultimately, it exposes her to added suffering rather than offering her protection. 
 Before this final night commences, Lucy installs a spy camera in the corner of the room 
to learn what takes place when she is “on the job.” The film closes with the footage recorded by 
this camera: Lucy and her companion lie in bed together; we see her shift in her sleep, but he 
remains still, presumably already dead (Figure 15). Chronologically, all of this occurs before the 
preceding scene of Clara waking Lucy. Showing this after that scene suggests that someone—
presumably Lucy—is watching it after the fact, aligning her with the viewers of Leigh’s film 
which registers truth, not the fiction of the fairy tale. The silent footage rolls until interrupted by 
the credits, its disidentificatory reimagining of the fairy-tale climax its final image. Its lack of a 
resolution implies that the fairy tale’s troubling dynamic persists.  
Yet again, film viewers are witnesses to Lucy’s violation and implicated in a patriarchal 
system that does worse than ignore the abuse of women—it transforms it into entertainment. 
Genevieve Yue writes with dissatisfaction that the film’s ending provides “no moral to learn, no 
wisdom to be gained: only an abyss, a deep pool of black, that, at the roll of the closing credits, 
leaves the viewer as mystified as when the film began” (36). Certainly, it resists the formulaic 
construction and prescriptive function adopted by many classic fairy tales. Though it blurs the 
lines between victim and perpetrator, passivity and agency, vulnerability and fortitude, the film 
uses the classic tale as impetus for unequivocal indictment of a society that disseminates stories 
of violence against women for fun. Its ambiguities can be seen as a response to the tidiness of 
classic fairy tales with their “moral[s] to learn”; Sleeping Beauty rather raises questions and 
prompts much-needed reflection on its fairy-tale hypotext and the patriarchal system that 
 88 
perpetuates its notion of romance. Like Sexton’s revision, it is too pessimistic to imagine a way 
out for vulnerable young women. 
Robert Coover’s experimental novel Briar Rose, which takes up the theme of necrophilia 
of Leigh’s version and incest of Sexton’s, is distinctly postmodern in its self-awareness and 
metafiction.17 This is not a single revision but a series of them—forty-two18 vignettes (or lexia) 
which the online version explains can be read in any order. In part, this repetition suggests how 
familiar and even tired are fairy tales; repeated ad nauseam, “Sleeping Beauty” becomes a cliché, 
or, as the prince trapped in the briars thinks, “[y]et another inflated legend” (1). Sünje Redies 
suggests that this cyclical form “reenacts oral tradition as an alternative to the rigid structures 
that lead to paralysis. Variation within the repetition is life-giving” (21). Indeed, there is pleasure 
in the palimpsest, in returning to and deconstructing the old story myriad ways, and in inviting 
the reader to participate in the process. Coover adds cannibalism and bestiality to the number of 
disturbing themes at play in revisions of “Sleeping Beauty,” writing scenes of anti-romance. The 
audience present at these scenes suggests that the patriarchal insistence on passivity actually 
sanctions the abuse of women’s bodies under the guise of protecting them. This disidentification 
both celebrates the fun of fairy tales and warns of the danger of their seeming innocuousness; our 
enjoyment of them, it cautions, must not include uncritical acceptance of their social and sexual 
instruction. 
 The characters in Briar Rose are trapped by the classic fairy-tale script, in which “plot is 
all and character relatively little” (Benson, “The Late Fairy Tales” 130). The prince, caught in 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
17 It is a hypertext, not only in the sense of being an adaptation of an earlier work, but also as an online hypertext 
version in which images (from fairy-tale scenes to celebrity photos to famous paintings) have been inserted and 
readers are encouraged to follow a sequence of their choosing and to leave comments. 
18 This number is infamously identified as the “Answer to the Ultimate Question of Life, the Universe, and 
Everything” in Douglas Adams’ The Hitchhiker’s Guide to the Galaxy. 
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the briars when the novel begins, defines himself via the role he is fated to play: “I am he who 
will awaken Beauty! I am he who will awaken Beauty! I am he who will awaken Beauty!” (15). 
He is a broken record, stuck on a single (as yet incomplete) task as constitutive of his identity. 
Much like Paul of Barthelme’s Snow White, he is ambivalent about his mission, and motivates 
himself by drawing on his “firm sense of vocation,” his duty as a fairy-tale hero (21). In one 
episode, when he reaches the sleeping princess, he uses his sword to slice her clothes neatly off 
her body (to the applause of her parents and the castle’s other residents), a not-so-subtle reminder 
of what their encounter is really about: a man laying claim to a woman’s body. Fait accompli, he 
“accepts their cheers and laughter with a graceful bow, blows kisses at the ladies. They gather 
around him and, chattering gaily, lead him away, fondling his tatters. He does not even look 
back” (43-4). In his role as the story’s hero, the princess is merely a means by which he can 
display his masculinity. As Redies points out, “[h]is love seems to be a predominantly physical 
and erotic experience, clad in the clichéd language of romance and chivalry” (14-5). That is, 
even as he embraces his role as prince and rescuer, the romance is pure performance. In one 
lexia, the prince is more aroused by the briars than the princess. In some others, he leaves his 
new bride behind in search of another sleeping maiden, bored by the prospect of life without a 
quest. At this, his bride falls back into her enchanted sleep, powerless even to remain in a waking 
state without him. Not only the fairy-tale but also the larger patriarchal script at play dictate that 
her value is as the prince’s beloved; unattached, she is defined by her helplessness and lack of 
purpose. 
 While the prince is assigned a heroic quest, the princess’s fate is passivity and inaction, 
an indefinite period of literally lying in wait. Rose understandably bristles at this unjust 
assignment: “She’s had enough, she cries. She wants to wake up. Why me? she demands. Why 
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am I the one? It’s not fair!” (28). The bad fairy (here, “fairy-crone”) who has cursed Rose, who 
in Briar Rose watches over the princess and narrates its retellings that make up the novel, tells 
Rose that she is lucky, that her fairy-tale sisters “were locked away in iron towers. They had their 
hands and feet cut off, were exiled, raped, imprisoned, reviled, monstrously deformed, turned to 
stone, and killed.” Her words serve as a powerful reminder of the history of the abuse of women 
in fairy tales beyond “Sleeping Beauty” and its variants. For these women, “one form of violence 
can only be exchanged for another, even more unsavory one” (Redies 23); a life free from 
maltreatment is inconceivable in a patriarchal society. “Even worse,” the fairy-crone continues, 
“many of them had their dreams come true” (31), alluding to the limited and limiting options that 
women are trained to desire by fairy tales and suggesting that the happily ever after they 
prescribe—wife- and motherhood—can be an even worse fate than the violence they suffer along 
the way. It is no wonder, then, that Rose protests. The fairy-crone apparently delights in 
rehearsing for Rose the worst possible outcome for the fairy-tale heroine, subjecting her to a kind 
of verbal violence when she should be safe in sleep. In one version, for example, she tells what 
appears to be the version we know from Basile, but in hers, the princess is cooked and fed to her 
husband, not spared.  
 If the actions of the king in Basile’s tale resemble necrophilia, another version in Briar 
Rose very nearly literalizes it, describing Rose’s body as lifeless. A band of ruffians, finding the 
sleeping princess and, believing her to be dead, not just asleep, “all had a turn on her, both before 
she was kissed and after”—that is, without discriminating between sex with a living/waking 
person and a dead/sleeping one (27). In addition to this reminder of the tale’s inescapable 
suggestion of necrophilia, Coover rejects the absurd purity with which the scene of the sleeping 
princess is traditionally imbued. He shatters the picturesque romance by imagining the state a 
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princess suspended in sleep for a century might actually be in: “Has that smug sleeper paused to 
consider how she will look and smell after a hundred years, lying comatose and untended in an 
unchanging bed? A century of collected menses alone should stagger the lustiest of princes” (6). 
Bettelheim writes that “the fatal ‘curse’ [of “Sleeping Beauty”] refers to menstruation” (232). By 
taking this literally and imagining the accumulation of her menses, Coover turns the tale’s 
obsession with the princess’s ideal femininity on its head, rendering this vital sign of 
womanhood and procreative potential repellant, not appealing. If “Sleeping Beauty” is to inform 
our notions of romance, we must confront the messy embodied reality that it covers over and the 
fantastic idealization of womanhood on which it is built. Any celebration of women’s procreative 
ability, Briar Rose suggests, must also acknowledge the burden it places on women which finds 
no correlate in men. 
The incestuous violation that is the central event of Sexton’s poem is here just one of 
many horrifying violations visited upon the sleeping princess. The passage in which it is 
described seems initially to mitigate the encounter’s inherent transgression by emphasizing the 
care and gentleness of the king: 
she has been visited by her own father, couched speculatively between her thighs, 
dressed in crown and cloak … a puzzled expression on his kind royal face as, with 
velvety thrusts, he searches out the spindle. In her waking life there might have 
been something wrong about this, but here in sleep … it hardly seems to matter 
and in wise brings her comfort for he rests lightly on her and softens her cracked 
lips and nipples with his tears or else his moist paternal tongue, whilst he attends 
her mother, standing at the bedside with cloths and lotions at his service and 
offering her advice … they lament the loss of their only child… (10-11) 
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This episode makes obvious and comic reference to psychoanalytic interpretations of the tale19 
while simultaneously suggesting, as did Sexton’s poem, that the patriarchal system (the king is 
notably in his crown and cloak during the sexual encounter) allows for the exploitation of and by 
women in the name of parental care. If women are taught passivity, men are taught sexual 
predation, which becomes the primary sanctioned means by which they can express love, other 
emotional expressions being deemed “unmanly.” Here, though the king’s actions are motivated 
by his desire to revive his daughter (“he searches out the spindle”), sex is the only emotional 
language in which he is fluent. That the queen presides over the scene and even assists her 
husband demonstrates this conflation of sex with love and, like Clara in Leigh’s film, enacts 
women’s complicity in the perpetuation of patriarchal abuse. 
Briar Rose is, in part, a disidentificatory work of recovery that returns to the earliest 
hypotexts; it acknowledges that the Grimms’ (and, in turn, Disney’s20) version of “Sleeping 
Beauty” has supplanted others, and reminds readers what the tale formerly contained. Rose is 
herself an incredulous audience, interjecting and objecting frequently, like a young child 
interrupting a bedtime story with “Why?”s. In response, the fairy-crone continually revises the 
story as she tells it. In one riff on Basile’s tale, the princess, Beauty, sleeps for a century, and is 
visited by not one, but myriad princes who sire myriad children—“she was a kind of wayside 
chapel for royal hunting parties … and so there were naturally all these babies” (18). When Rose 
asks, “Why were they all so little if she’d been asleep a hundred years? Many of them must have 
grown old and died meanwhile, there must have been old dead bodies lying around,” the crone 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
19 Briar Rose pokes fun at Freudian interpretations generally and Bettelheim’s interpretation of “Sleeping Beauty” 
specifically (Bouchet 102, Kusnír 47). Bettelheim writes, “despite all attempts on the part of the parents to prevent 
their child’s sexual awakening, it will take place nonetheless” (230); in Coover’s hands, the parents are directly 
involved in that sexual awakening. As Bouchet puts it, the literalization of a Freudian interpretation makes it appear 
“just as fictitious as all the other variations” (102). 
20 Bouchet notes that Rose, like many readers, seems to know only the Disney version of the tale (100). 
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backpedals: “Well maybe it wasn’t exactly a hundred years…” When one of the babies removes 
the thorn from underneath Beauty’s nail, waking her, Rose expects the requisite happy ending. 
Instead, the crone explains that the jealous wives of all of these princes cook Beauty and her 
children, leading Rose to reasonably object that “[s]he would have been better not waking up at 
all!” (19)—a reasonable conclusion to reach about a tale of such horror. Over time, Rose 
develops a Pavlovian response to the formulaic language of fairy tales; when the crone says, 
“Once upon a time … there was a handsome prince and a beautiful princess who lived happily 
ever after,” Rose cries out “But that’s terrible! … But I hate this story!” (81). Being forced to 
listen to the crone’s variations on a fairy-tale theme proves a kind of torture. Fairy tales are 
imaginative creations as is emphasized in this text, which reconfigures the same story in forty-
two ways. Why, then, Briar Rose asks, do they invariably inflict violence upon women? Such 
recycling is not only misogynistic, it constitutes a society’s imaginative failure (of the type Snow 
White identified in Barthelme’s novel) and renders overexposure to the fairy tale’s model of 
romance unbearable. 
 In various lexia in Briar Rose, the princess is violated by animals, including a bear (of 
“Goldilocks”?) and a toad (recalling “The Frog Prince”). These instances literalize the 
beastliness of the rape implicit in early versions, accenting the animalism of sexual predation. 
They also represent the extent to which the most familiar of fairy tales can cover over 
misogynistic sexual practices which exploit the inherent power imbalance between men and 
women. In fact, it becomes difficult even to distinguish between Rose’s human and animal 
suitors, alike as they are in their rough treatment of her body. In lexia ten, the “true prince” who 
comes to the princess is described as having “flowing locks” but also a snout; later, the text 
mentions a paw before correcting “hand, rather.” Despite this curious slippage, we are told that 
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“[t]he only thing unusual about her awakening is that it is taking place in the family chapel … 
Her parents are watching from the upper gallery” (16). Of course, the location, which invites the 
association of the sacred with the profane, is only one unusual detail; that her parents are there to 
witness, and therefore implicitly to consent to, her defloration is even more so. This suggests that 
they are watching a socially sanctioned performance, implicating them in it much in the way 
viewers of Leigh’s film are implicated in the abuse it depicts. In a later scene, a monkey awakens 
the princess. The thin line between man and beast is suggested when she thinks, “[h]is delicate 
hands are everywhere, lightly scrambling up and down her body, it’s almost as though he has 
more than two of them” (46-47). Used to such rough treatment by (human) men, she assumes the 
sensation of too many hands on her body is only imagined. In this case, though, it is not: 
She opens her eyes and sees the monkey perched on her chest between her 
breasts, smirking at her under the miniature crown tied under his chin … Her 
mother and father and all their friends and all the knights and servants of the 
castle are gathered around, gazing down with greasy-faced delight upon this 
spectacle, hooting and laughing and slapping their thighs. They have been eating 
and drinking, many are eating and drinking still, chewing, spitting, guzzling, and 
the refuse from their feast is all about her. (47) 
This violation serves as entertainment for those closest to the princess; their faces register 
“delight,” not horror, and their festivities are not disrupted by it, even when it escalates. 
Engaging the trope of the beautiful woman as delicious meal, they enjoy their feast as the 
monkey “commences to lick and paw between her legs as though picking fleas or searching for 
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something to eat” (48). Initially, she21 is titillated, but she realizes as the act continues that she is 
paralyzed, unable to protest. As the monkey forces an entire arm inside of the princess, Rose 
viscerally responds, “It’s almost as though he wants to break her open, get at what’s deep down 
inside! This is terrible! Why are they all laughing?! She’s hurting so—!” (48). Her reaction 
offers a motive for the monkey’s—or the prince’s—assault: he is trying to break her so as to gain 
control over her. This physical attack is equally a mental and emotional one, forcing the woman 
to yield to his patriarchal control. Following this encounter, the princess experiences her body as 
a collection of “assaulted parts” (49); she is no longer whole. This disidentificatory revision is an 
important rejoinder to the moral offered in the classic tale, which suggests that the woman is 
saved by the man and becomes whole when joined to him. The illogic of that account is 
powerfully on display here. 
 In a perpetual state of confusion and without the ability to form memories, Rose’s sense 
of self is, “I am that hurts” (5). This pain is the sole constant through each iteration of her story: 
Her ghostly princes have come to her severally with bites and squeezes, probing 
fingers, slaps and tickles, have pricked her with their swords and switched her 
thighs with briar stems, have licked her throat and ears, sucked her toes, spilled 
wine on her or holy water, and with their curious lips have kissed her top to 
bottom, inside and out, but they have not in these false wakings relieved her ever 
of her spindled pain. (10) 
For all the times Briar Rose repeats the scene of the princess’s revival, no prince has ever 
relieved her of this pain—the inevitable pain of a woman trapped in a fairy tale. Its association 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
21 As happens often in Briar Rose, the referent remains unclear (see Bouchet); this is clearly the princess of the 
“Sleeping Beauty” tale, but did it actually happen to Rose, the Sleeping Beauty of this “Sleeping Beauty” tale? She 
suspects so (“It was me, wasn’t it?” [49]), but the crone denies it. 
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with the spindle,22 a phallic symbol that is the central symbol of this fairy tale, suggests that it is 
not only men, but also fairy-tale conventions of romance, that wound her. “Little by little,” 
Redies writes, “the idea that there is a ‘right’ version of the story … is deconstructed” (23); every 
version is built upon the enforced passivity and accompanying suffering of the fairy-tale heroine. 
In the closing lines of the novel, Rose makes a final plea for the prince to “take this spindled pain 
away …” (86), the ellipses suggesting that this story is cyclical, its apparent ending equally a 
beginning. Like the footage that closes Leigh’s film, these ellipses constitute a refusal to offer 
“synthesis or resolution” between the classic fairy tale’s morality and the fairy-tale revision’s 
moral and narrative complexity (Benson 138). Though the disidentification of Briar Rose with its 
sources allows for comedy, it is primarily a meditation on the dangerous combination of men’s 
violent sexual desires and insistence on the passivity of women. It demonstrates the need for 
imaginative revisions of the tale that resist the classic versions’ implicit endorsement (and 
sometimes celebration) of the abuse of women in the name of protection.  
 Olga Broumas’ “Sleeping Beauty,” while no less critical of the inflexible gender norms 
dictated by patriarchy, approaches the tale from a different angle than do the revisions preceding 
it in this chapter. It reclaims the awakening kiss as a romantic gesture, but reimagines it as one 
shared between two women. It disidentifies primarily with the default heterosexuality and -
normativity—and thus gender hierarchy—of this and other classic fairy tales. In the poem, the 
enchanted sleep of the princess corresponds to the speaker’s general malaise:  
I sleep, I sleep 
too long, sheer hours 
hound me, out 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
22 In one scene, the crone finds Rose stabbing herself with the spindle repeatedly (80). 
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of bed and into clothes, I wake 
still later, breathless, heart 
racing, sleep 
peeling off like a hairless  
glutton, momentarily  
slaked…. (1-9) 
These short, enjambed lines convey the speaker’s weariness with life, which has been relegated 
to hurried interludes in an existence dominated by sleep. This sleep is indeed a curse; it is not 
restful, but a “hairless glutton” that “hound[s]” her, draining rather than restoring her energy. 
 Juxtaposed with this almost unshakeable fatigue is the vibrancy of the speaker’s sexual 
escapades with her lover. Given the trancelike state in which she moves between wake and sleep, 
she clings desperately to these episodes that leave “lovebites like fossils” (12, 19). Sleep leaves 
no trace, and so these encounters and the tangible imprint they leave behind—the lovebites are 
“something / that did exist” (12-13) and “[e]vidence” (19)—do not merely interrupt the 
monotony of her life; they are the sole indicators that she is alive. Further enhancing the 
physicality of this sexual relationship are the marks of “Blood.  Tears.  The vital / salt of our 
body…” (24-25). This language suggests an emotional and physical interaction, and by referring 
to the pair as having a single, shared body, the speaker suggests that their passion is mutual, their 
sexual relationship one of give-and-take that unites them in body—this in sharp contrast to the 
inherently exploitative encounter of the classic “Sleeping Beauty” (in which one party does all 
the giving, the other all the taking). Rejecting the fairy-tale convention, Broumas does not 
idealize this relationship. In addition to the mentions of the body and its fluids, she notes that the 
taste of her lover “sharpens my tongue like a thousand shells, / bitter, metallic….” (29-30). These 
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encounters are marked by their physicality and the messiness of two bodies colliding, resulting in 
a powerful, but not a fairy-tale, connection. 
 In fact, for all their vitality, these encounters remain “[d]reamlike” (27). This is why the 
speaker finds the lingering lovebites so valuable—they serve as concrete evidence of the sexual 
partnership she has forged that is contained in these necessarily private encounters. The magical 
kiss, then, is not one exchanged in the bedroom, but in “City-center, mid- / traffic” (35-36). 
Public acknowledgement of this private relationship lends it a legitimacy it was lacking and 
brings the speaker out of her sleep: “I / wake to your public kiss” (36-37). Significantly, readers 
of the poem do not definitively learn that it describes a same-sex relationship until this stanza. 
Prior to it, the speaker’s partner has been referred to with second-person pronouns (e.g. “the taste 
of you” [28]) or the first-person plural (“our body” [25]); here, she is given a name, Judith. If the 
fairy-tale prince’s kiss is a non-consensual infringement on the princess, this kiss is a mutual 
exchange between two women. The sight of this flagrant disregard for the patriarchal insistence 
on heterosexuality also awakens the people around them. And so while moving the fairy-tale 
climax from a private to a public setting is a revision of the tale that echoes Coover’s novel (in 
which a simliar move underscores the patriarchal endorsement of the exploitative relationship), 
here, shared between two women, it elicits an opposite reaction. 
While the kiss rouses the speaker from her weary procession through life, it also alerts 
her to the pervasiveness of homophobia. Jane McIntosh Snyder identifies this, “an excitement in 
the recovery of the lost connections between women combined with a sense of danger in the 
living out of that connection” as the “radical element” in Broumas’ poetry (157); this 
unapologetic depiction of homosexuality but also its risks is an important act of disidentification 
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that refuses fairy-tale idealism. Broumas includes the generalized negative reaction this public 
display of affection provokes: 
…the shocked pedestrians, gathered 
beneath the light that means 
stop 
in our culture 
where red is a warning… (39-44) 
While the objectionable kiss of the classic fairy tale is readily accepted, this consensual 
expression of mutual feeling elicits shock. Giving the word “stop” its own line suggests the 
severity of the interruption the kiss constitutes; the word interrupts our procession through the 
poem as the women’s kiss interrupts the pedestrians’ commutes. Red, a color associated with 
passion even in the preceding stanzas (set in private), is here a warning; so rampant is the 
homophobia, the very traffic light seems to protest theis relationship, ordering them to halt. The 
speaker attempts to explain—though not to justify—the affront this kiss represents, calling it 
a sign of betrayal, your red 
lips suspect, unspeakable 
liberties as 
we cross the street, kissing 
against the light, singing, This 
is the woman I woke from sleep, the woman that woke 
me sleeping. (45-53) 
Here, the epitomic romantic gesture is a “betrayal,” the ideally feminine red lips are “suspect,” 
the public acknowledgement of their shared feelings an “unspeakable libert[y]”; the very words 
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seem to hiss when read aloud, their tone not unlike that of Sexton’s when describing the 
indisputably despicable act of father-daughter abuse. And this all because those romantic 
feelings are directed at an unacceptable target, another woman. Rather than letting this response 
ruin the moment, it provokes in the speaker and Judith playful defiance; they kiss “against the 
light,” as if their romance is in violation of even traffic laws. In fact, the key difference between 
this kiss and that of the classic fairy tale is not so much that it is shared between two women, but 
that it is mutual, as is underscored in the poem’s final lines; these women have awakened each 
other to the possibility of love outside the constraints dictated by a narrow-minded, patriarchal 
society. Their relationship is built on the active participation of two consenting parties rather 
than the enforced passivity of one and aggressive agency of the other. 
 Though “Sleeping Beauty” is one of the most beloved classic fairy tales, it has some of 
the least-known and most troubling roots; the unequivocally criminal actions of the king in 
Basile’s version have been gradually eroded to a seemingly unobjectionable kiss. Even the 
tamest versions are built upon the fundamental inequity of the heterosexual relationship not only 
allowed, but actually encouraged under patriarchy. The “fatal curse” for women is not, as 
Bettelheim suggested, menstruation, but passivity. By yoking the fairy-tale kiss to instances of 
unquestionable and disturbing sexual violation, revisions from Sexton, Leigh, and Coover expose 
the inherent entitlement of its prince and the impossibility of equity in a relationship founded on 
inflexible and imbalanced gender roles. Broumas, by contrast, offers in the lesbian relationship a 
subversive alternative to the patriarchal model of romance, and one that offers equality. It lends 
itself to this modeling because queerness necessitates a degree of disidentification from social 
mores. While classic versions of the tale, Bettelheim posits, teach children not to fear passivity, 
these revisions accomplish precisely the opposite. Through their formal and thematic 
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experimentation, they revive the tale itself even as they suggest young people—and particularly 
young women—look to other models for romantic inspiration. 
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CHAPTER 3: TAMING THE BEAST IN “LITTLE RED RIDING HOOD” 
 The move from “Snow White” to “Sleeping Beauty” is, in part, a move from exterior to 
interior prescription, though, as The Beauty Myth reminds us, the two are intertwined. The 
former focuses on the heroine’s superficial beauty as indicative of her inner goodness, the latter 
on its protagonist’s behavior (or rather, lack thereof) as innately beautiful. “Little Red Riding 
Hood” continues on this trajectory, overtly prescribing appropriate behavior for young women. 
The tale, Orenstein writes, has “inevitably … been a vehicle for imparting sexual ethics in 
keeping with the social fabric of the times” (4). It conducts a thinly veiled discussion of sex via 
the figure of the wolf, representative of men’s beastly desires, and shows that young women who 
allow themselves to be tempted to stray from the path will be punished. This has led many 
scholars to classify “Little Red Riding Hood” as a cautionary tale, one in which an established 
boundary (the path) is transgressed and the transgressor punished (Red and her grandmother 
eaten by the wolf). 
While “Little Red Riding Hood” revisions continue to proliferate, most recent attempts 
have not responded to its pairing of sex and violence in compelling ways; the combination lends 
itself too easily, perhaps, to salacious and superficial retellings. And yet the tale has led to a 
number of powerful, disidentificatory adaptations which play with its instruction to “stay on the 
path” by taking it as a point of departure. The revisions I turn to in the second part of this chapter 
depart from their hypotexts—stray from the path—to explore new territory. Angela Carter, in her 
trio of short stories and film collaboration with Neil Jordan, warns that fairy tales are a kind of 
superstition to be regarded skeptically and that their quick categorization of oppositional 
characteristics and characters (good vs. evil, wolf vs. girl) breeds intolerance. These texts 
demonstrate the importance of seeing Red and the wolf not as incompatible extremes, but each as 
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hybrid figures. Anne Sexton’s poem makes a related correction to the classic tale, but focuses on 
the wolf. She is sympathetic to his deceptive performance; indeed, she finds the simple script of 
fairy tales requires deception of all of us as we publicly perform our prescribed roles. Olga 
Broumas finds in the metaphor of the path the means to convey the isolating experience of 
lesbianism in a homophobic society. Her revision, then, is a sort of counterpoint to those that 
precede it in this chapter: she ascribes beastliness to men and finds refuge—but not utopia—in a 
community of women. Matthew Bright’s 1996 film Freeway, to which I turn briefly before 
closing, is admittedly a rather sensationalist retelling, but one that dramatizes the dangers women 
face at the hands of predatory men while revealing the beast lurking in Red herself.  
Hypotexts 
 The earliest known source for what has become “Little Red Riding Hood” is “The Story 
of Grandmother.” The available text was published by Paul Delarue nearly two centuries after 
Perrault’s version, but it much more closely resembles the (earlier) oral tale (Tatar, The Classic 
Fairy Tales 3-4). Its discovery exposed “many of the so-called ‘archetypal’ motifs that scholars 
had latched onto, including the beloved red cloak” as not universal but “relatively recent and 
unrepresentative inventions” (Orenstein 71). It begins familiarly enough, with a girl traveling to 
her grandmother’s house in the woods. While en route, she meets a wolf who asks her if she will 
take the path of needles or the path of pines; she chooses the former, the wolf the latter.23 In this 
version, then, her choice is not whether to stay on or stray from the path, but which path to 
follow in the first place. It is unclear if she chooses wrongly or if her mistake is dawdling along 
the way, but, in either case, her actions allow the wolf to beat her to the house, killing her 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
23 Bettelheim cites an alternate version published in the late nineteenth century in which Little Red Riding Hood 
chooses the path of pins. He explains that this represents “the path of pleasure” because “it is easier to fasten things 
together with pins, while it is much harder labor to sew them together with needles” (171n). 
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grandmother before she arrives. After being invited in, the girl unknowingly sups on her 
grandmother’s body and blood, participating in a kind of grotesque communion. 
 The sexual dimension of the confrontation between wolf and girl is explicit in this 
version; she performs a kind of striptease for him, casting each item of her clothing in turn onto 
the fire. She joins the wolf in bed, and at the conclusion of their now-infamous dialogue (“Oh, 
granny, what big ears you have!,” etc.), when the wolf makes clear his intentions (“The better to 
eat you with, my child!”), the girl makes her escape. Incredibly pretending still to believe that 
she is talking to her grandmother, she asks to go outside to relieve herself, hurrying home before 
the wolf can catch up to her (11). That the girl survives while her grandmother perishes, Sandra 
Beckett writes, follows the “ancient initiatory pattern in which the next generation must take 
over from the old” (74). This story lacks an explicit moral, but rewards the girl’s quick thinking 
and ingenuity. These attributes of the girl are not only absent in the Reds of Perrault’s and the 
Grimms’ better-known versions, they are replaced by shortcomings. 
Perrault is credited with the first literary version of “Little Red Riding Hood” (“Le petit 
chaperon rouge”), a rather ungenerous one. He introduces the color red into the story as a sign of 
the love bestowed upon the girl by her grandmother (11). Red, we are told, is not aware of the 
danger of talking to wolves, and so when she encounters one on her way to her grandmother’s, 
she does not hesitate to tell him where she is going. There are, as in “The Story of 
Grandmother,” two available paths, and the wolf assigns one to Red and one (the shorter of the 
two) to himself, suggesting that they race to see who will reach the house first. Red is easily 
distracted, “gathering nuts, chasing butterflies, and picking bunches of flowers” and so the wolf 
wins their race handily (12). The story beyond this point is essentially an expurgated version of 
“The Story of Grandmother”; there is no unwitting cannibalism nor striptease. The wolf-as-
 105 
grandmother and Red proceed through the familiar dialogue, but in this version, when the wolf 
says “The better to eat you with!” he means it: “the wicked wolf threw himself on Little Red 
Riding Hood and gobbled her up” (13). Though this Red is not exactly to blame for her untimely 
end—she had, after all, been coddled, and was sent into the woods ignorant of the risk that 
wolves pose—she is absurdly naïve and incapable of acting in her own defense. 
It is obvious that the wolf in Perrault’s tale functions as a metaphor. Indeed, “elle avait vû 
le loup” (“she has seen the wolf”) is an idiomatic expression referring to the loss of virginity 
(Orenstein 26), and so while Perrault’s “Little Red Riding Hood” excises the more salacious 
details of “The Story of Grandmother,” it is hardly subtle in its sexual allegory. This yields overt, 
even heavy-handed moral instruction. Bettelheim writes that “Little Red Riding Hood” “is not—
and was not intended by Perrault to be—a fairy tale, but a cautionary story which deliberately 
threatens the child with its anxiety-producing ending” (167). Perrault’s patronizing moral “spells 
everything out completely” (169), informing readers that 
…children, 
Especially young girls, 
Pretty, well-bred, and genteel, 
Are wrong to listen to just anyone, 
And it’s not at all strange, 
If a wolf ends up eating them. (13) 
Perrault acknowledges the threat of men’s sexual appetites, conceding that “tame wolves / Are 
the most dangerous of all,” but he nevertheless blames the victim, a move that has become a 
standard feature of rape culture. Perrault’s “Little Red Riding Hood” epitomizes the conservative 
function associated with classic fairy tales, severely circumscribing women’s social and sexual 
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behavior. And while women are held responsible for preserving their purity, men are let off the 
hook quite easily; after all, they can’t help it if they are wolves! 
When the Grimms wrote “Little Red Cap” (“Rotkäppchen”), they introduced the warning 
that drives much of the tale’s action and sets up its moral. Before sending Red into the woods, 
her mother directs her, “walk properly and don’t stray from the path” (14). By eliminating “the 
French implications of seduction … along with Perrault’s earlier sexually suggestive moral” and 
focusing instead on a child’s failure to obey her mother (Orenstein 55), they forever alter the 
story. In “Little Red Cap,” the wolf encouraging Red to take a detour sounds quite a bit like the 
serpent temping Eve in the Garden of Eden; this parallel suggests that both the wolf and Red are 
ultimately culpable for her misbehavior. The wolf asks, “have you seen the beautiful flowers all 
about? Why don’t you look around for awhile? I don’t think you’ve even noticed how sweetly 
the birds are singing … it’s so heavenly out here in the woods.”24 Like Eve, Red gives into 
temptation, acting in knowing violation of her mother’s wishes. As in earlier versions, the wolf 
has already eaten Red’s grandmother by the time Red arrives at her house and, as in Perrault’s, 
Red becomes his next victim.  
 “Little Red Cap” does not end there; instead, the Grimms append to it an unlikely happy 
ending in which Red and her grandmother are rescued from the belly of the wolf by a huntsman 
who happens to be passing by. His suspicions raised by the volume of the snores coming from 
within (which of course, register as unladylike), he enters and cuts the wolf open, freeing Red 
and her grandmother. Though they require a man to rescue them, grandmother and –daughter do 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
24 The conflict between her mother’s orders and the wolf’s tempting suggestion is the focus of Into the Wood’s 
“Hello Little Girl,” which also borrows from Perrault in making explicit the sexual threat posed by the wolf:  
Wolf: Hello, little girl, what’s your rush? You’re missing all the flowers. The sun won’t set for hours; take 
your time. 
Red: Mother said, “Straight ahead,” not to delay or be misled. 
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have some of the resourcefulness of the heroine of “The Story of Grandmother”; they fill the 
wolf’s belly with stones and drown him, thus righting the moral injustice of Perrault’s ending 
while rendering the story ostensibly more appropriate for a young audience by removing its 
sexual innuendo (replacing it with additional violence). Ultimately, Tatar’s conclusion that both 
Perrault and the Grimms “rescript the events [of the folk tale] to produce a cautionary tale” (18) 
is correct. After her rescue, Red thinks to herself, “Never again will you stray from the path and 
go into the woods when your mother has forbidden it” (16). Though subtler than Perrault’s verse 
moral, this is no less prescriptive and arguably more manipulative as the lesson is voiced by the 
tale’s protagonist, not its narrator. Bettelheim, however, finds marked improvement in this 
resolution over Perrault’s, explaining that Red’s one-time deviation from the path was a 
necessary part of her process of maturation and claiming that “Little Red Cap’s experience 
moves her to change herself” (182). This reading is too charitable, overemphasizing Red’s 
agency when all she has resolved to do is to follow another’s orders. 
 In a sort of epilogue, the Grimms recount a subsequent journey to her grandmother’s 
during which Red encounters another wolf who tries to lure her off the path. This time, “Little 
Red Cap was on her guard and kept right on going”; she has, as promised, learned to obey her 
mother. Hearing the wolf on the roof, poised to attack her when she departs, she and her 
grandmother instead lure him with a trough full of the preceding day’s sausage water into which 
he falls and drowns (16). While this episode shows that Red has learned to “stick to the straight 
and narrow,” it also demonstrates that doing so is not sufficient protection. Though she makes it 
safely to her grandmother’s house, Red finds herself at risk when preparing to leave it. Perhaps 
this internal contradiction explains why this episode has been clipped from most retellings. 
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 Both Perrault’s and the Grimms’ versions make contributions that have become defining 
characteristics of the tale as it is known today and by which it achieves its moral instruction, 
“making the heroine responsible for the violence to which she was subjected. By speaking to 
strangers (as Perrault has it) or by disobeying her mother and straying from the path (as the 
Grimms have it),” Tatar neatly summarizes, “Red Riding Hood courts her own downfall” (6). 
Finally, then, the two have more in common than distinguishing them, and their shared insistence 
on blaming Red for her victimhood and, by extension, holding women “responsible for their own 
rape, an idea not central to oral tale,” is the key idea of Perrault’s and the Grimms’ versions, an 
amalgamation of which form the “dominant classical version” of the tale today (Zipes, Why 
Fairy Tales Stick 37). 
Hypertexts 
In her trio of responses to “Little Red Riding Hood” in The Bloody Chamber, Angela 
Carter takes on her conservative male predecessors, particularly Perrault, “releasing this story’s 
other voices” (Bacchilega, Postmodern Fairy Tales 59) by recovering the strong heroine of 
earlier oral versions. As their titles (“The Werewolf,” “Wolf-Alice,” and “The Company of 
Wolves”) suggest, predator and prey are not entirely distinct in these revisions, an act of 
disidentification with the cautionary tale and the oppositional binaries on which is built. Blurring 
this distinction in turn blurs the over-simple moral code promoted in Perrault’s tale which, Carter 
implies, is akin to superstition, to be regarded with skepticism. Rather than calling for the 
repression of female desire, Carter celebrates it; the predatory animalism of men finds its match 
in women, she suggests, and though it can be dangerous, it can also be liberating. 
The first and shortest of these stories, “The Werewolf,” rejects the black-and-white 
morality of the cautionary tale, confronting readers with something much murkier. In it, Carter 
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draws a connection between the power of superstition and that of cautionary and fairy tales 
themselves. The simple and conservative lessons taught in (for example) Perrault’s moralitiés 
proclaim to offer protection, but rather enable manipulation and encourage intolerance. They are 
insufficient to convey the complexity of the real world or the people that move in it—or to arm 
young women against the world’s real threats. This story is set in a town steeped in superstition: 
Wreaths of garlic on the doors keep out the vampires. A blue-eyed child born feet 
first on the night of St John’s Eve will have second sight. When they discover a 
witch — some old woman whose cheeses ripen when her neighbours’ do not, 
another old woman whose black cat, oh, sinister! follows her about all the time, 
they strip the crone, search for her marks, for the supernumerary nipple her 
familiar sucks. They soon find it. Then they stone her to death. (108) 
Superstitions arise out of fear of the unknown or unexplained and constitute an attempt to regain 
control over such situations. This passage highlights the power of such beliefs, and the danger 
they pose when people follow them to their illogical conclusions. In this town so racked by 
fear—and in response, superstition—the burden of proof is frighteningly low and the punishment 
capital. Cautionary tales are similarly used to police people’s behavior and, “The Werewolf” 
suggests, their more covert operation may be particularly dangerous. 
 The child is sent to through the woods with a hunting knife to visit her sick grandmother; 
though the path (symbolic of fairy tales’ over-simple prescriptions) of the classic tale is invoked, 
there is no pretense that it offers sufficient protection from the dangers of the woods. When the 
girl is attacked by a wolf on her journey, she responds without hesitation by slicing off one of its 
forepaws. Given the picture of paranoia Carter has painted of the people of this town, the child is 
curiously unaffected by the incident. Upon reaching her grandmother’s house, she finds the paw 
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(which she has kept as a trophy) has turned into a hand—her grandmother’s, recognizable by her 
wart, a “supernumerary nipple” in the local superstition. In this way the eponymous werewolf 
and grandmother are revealed to be one and the same. The child quickly enlists the help of her 
neighbors to carry out her grandmother’s ritualistic murder; the grandmother may be a wolf, but 
the child is a near-literal embodiment of “a wolf in sheep’s clothing” (she wears a sheepskin), a 
walking reminder that beastly behavior is not solely the purview of beasts. In closing, we learn, 
the girl’s exploitation of her community’s fears are successful: “the child lived in her 
grandmother's house; she prospered” (110), a rare fate in this poverty- and death-stricken town. 
She is less a blind adherent to superstition than a cold-hearted and calculating girl eager to profit 
by it. This protagonist is cunning like her folk-tale predecessor, but also cruel, like the wolf, 
demonstrating the artificiality of neat distinctions that rely upon the visibility and mutual 
exclusivity of heroism and villainy. Here, the heroine is villainous, the villain is a grandmother, 
and the townspeople so quick to violently extinguish an obvious threat that they miss a more 
insidious one. 
 “Wolf-Alice” is truly a wild departure from the classic tale; Tiffin calls it “a perfectly 
self-conscious expression of what fairy tale could and should be” (100). Its connection to “Little 
Red Riding Hood” is signaled chiefly by its membership in this trio, and it also has echoes of 
“Beauty and the Beast,” “Peter and the Wolf,” and Carroll’s Through the Looking Glass. It 
begins where most versions of “Little Red Riding Hood” reach their ends, with the girl and wolf 
brought together. Its girl, Wolf-Alice, is a feral child raised by wolves; the Duke its (were)wolf. 
In a town run by superstitions—like that of “The Werewolf”—both of these figures are reduced 
to their closest approximations: because their apparent beastly features outweigh their (less 
visible) human ones, they are viewed as predatory beasts, and shunned. Looking past the 
 111 
superficial to recognize in one another innate humanity and desire for connection, the Duke and 
Wolf-Alice stage an alternative to the fairy-tale romance plot that celebrates their hybridity. 
Wolf-Alice is suspended between human and beast; she does not understand the language 
of the wolves and yet “[n]othing about her is human except that she is not a wolf” (119). The 
story’s narrator explains, “we secluded her in animal privacy out of fear of her imperfection 
because it showed us what we might have been” (122). This cruel treatment—enacted by nuns no 
less—“show[s] the inhumanity of our wish to ignore our animal nature” (Harries 158), here 
dismissed as “imperfection.” Not only does it suggest that wolves show more generosity of care 
than do many humans, it reminds us how little separates man and beast. In addition to having 
been reared by wolves, Wolf-Alice’s otherness and wildness are marked through her existence 
outside of time; completely unfamiliar with the very concept, “she lives without a future. She 
inhabits only the present tense” (119). Living in this way means acting without knowledge of the 
past or concern for the future. Because she lives “off script,” Wolf-Alice is viewed as 
unpredictable and wild—dangerous. 
The Duke, like Wolf-Alice, is an outsider. He does not conform to others’ expectations 
and cannot find another like him; “he sees, nowhere, a reflection of himself” (120). In one sense, 
this is literal: he, like the fabled vampire, casts no reflection. In another sense, this is a sign of his 
exclusion and of the community’s hurry to cast him as the resident villain. The townsfolk rely on 
the stuff of lore—garlic, crosses, holy water—to ward him off. They aren’t even acting on the 
“right” superstitions, however; these are vampire repellants, and attract rather than deter the 
Duke: “If you stuff a corpse with garlic, why, he only slavers at the treat: cadavre Provençale. He 
will use the holy cross as a scratching post and crouch above the font to thirstily lap up holy 
water” (121). He responds to the illogic of their superstition with practicality, making the best of 
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their cruel and senseless treatment of him. Caught between man and beast, the Duke is isolated 
from both communities. In an effort to categorize (and thus [mis]understand) him, the 
townspeople have written a kind of script for the Duke: he “carries on his frail shoulders a weird 
burden of fear; he is cast in the role of the corpse-eater, the body-snatcher” (121). His violent 
actions, then, are the result of the townspeople’s fears, not the cause of them; he is simply 
following the script they have written for him. This language invites sympathy for the apparent 
villain of the story—he is “burdened” by others’ view of him and apparently powerless to alter it. 
As does “The Werewolf,” then, “Wolf-Alice” critiques adherence to inflexible tradition and 
superstition, exposing the ignorance on which they are founded and intolerance they encourage. 
Carter links Wolf-Alice to the Reds of other “Little Red Riding Hood”s, whom she 
resembles very little, for the most part, by focusing on her stage of sexual development; the 
desire that comes with sexual maturation is condemned as beastly in the young women who 
express it. And yet the onset of menstruation renders Wolf-Alice more human; the regularity of 
her cycle “transform[s] her vague grip on time” (123). Because this central feature of her 
womanhood aligns with the lunar cycle, it also suggests her connection to (were)wolves, again 
suggesting the mutuality rather than oppositionality of woman- and wolf-hood. Left alone in the 
Duke’s castle, Wolf-Alice discovers her own reflection which she understands is something like 
a shadow, with which she is familiar from her time as part of the wolf pack. Able to see herself, 
she comes to know herself. Through both these developments, what is seen as essentially human 
is shown to be equally bestial, the distinction not nearly so tidy as the townspeople would like to 
believe. 
Time seems to speed up near the close of this relatively plot-light story. The Duke, 
having fulfilled the townspeople’s expectations of him, has carried off a deceased bride. At the 
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same time, Wolf-Alice has “put on the visible sign of her difference from them [the wolves]”: 
clothes, and more specifically, the gown of the deceased bride (125). When she follows the 
Duke, the townspeople believe her to be the bride, risen from the grave to enact revenge on him. 
This, once again, reveals the insufficiency of the categories the townspeople use to make sense 
of their world; just as Wolf-Alice seeks to present herself as “one of them,” they see her as the 
walking dead, eager to find further justification for their continued exclusion of her. 
If the Duke was somewhere between man and beast before, his injury further muddles his 
identity: “Poor, wounded thing … locked half and half between such strange states, an aborted 
transformation, an incomplete mystery, now he lies writhing … howls like a wolf with his foot in 
a trap or a woman in labour, and bleeds” (126). Yet again, the experience of the wolf and human 
(and specifically, the sexually mature woman)—and now specifically the Duke and Wolf-
Alice—are parallel. In response to his pain, her maternal and wolfish instincts are triggered, and 
she “leap[s] upon his bed to lick, without hesitation, without disgust, with a quick, tender gravity, 
the blood and dirt from his cheeks and forehead” (126); the beast in her hurries to care for the 
beast in him. In a radical disidentification with the traditional romance plot of fairy tales, this 
scene stresses their embodiment and bestiality, but it also suggests that their humanity lies in 
their mutual care. Wolf-Alice’s care for the Duke is life-affirming for him; in the midst of it, he 
sees for the first times his reflection cast in the mirror, “as if brought into being by her soft, 
moist, gentle tongue, finally, the face of the Duke” (126). Having been recognized and accepted 
by another, the Duke is no longer an outsider, but can embrace the man in the beast, the beast in 
the man. Finally, this “Little Red Riding Hood” suggests that our animal instincts may be what is 
most human in us. Like “The Werewolf,” it finds artificial neat distinctions between human and 
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beast, hero and villain, and suspect superstitions and stories that promote them in the guise of 
protection. 
Carter’s third “Little Red Riding Hood” revision, “The Company of Wolves,” and Neil 
Jordan’s 1984 film adaptation of the same name take particular aim at the tale’s insistence that 
young girls stick to the path, the fairy-tale symbol for traditional prescriptive rules offered to 
them as protection, and at its casting Red and the wolf as opposite and incompatible extremes.  
These revisions show that when women are allowed to embrace their animality (that is, 
sexuality) and to arm themselves suitably (with more than just superstitions), they can find 
greater equality and greater pleasure in their relationships with men. 
“The Company of Wolves,” like “The Werewolf,” begins by establishing the firm hold of 
werewolf superstition, a suggestion of the power of such stories, and by rendering the threat of 
the werewolf immediate. The comfortable distance of time is eliminated in the story’s opening 
sentence: “One beast and only one howls in the woods by night” (110). This and other truths 
about the wolf are recorded in the present tense suggesting their continued relevance—this is not 
a story set in a time long ago, but one whose warnings must still be heeded. Most of the action of 
the story unfolds in the past tense, but it is frequently disrupted by the present; for example, 
when the girl and the huntsman take their separate paths to her grandmother’s house, he “went” 
and “took,” the house “stood,” but “[t]here is a faint trace of blood on his chin” (115, emphasis 
added)—his violent and sexual threat is emphasized through this subtle manipulation. 
This oscillation draws attention to the morally prescriptive function long served by fairy and 
especially cautionary tales, illustrated best near the story’s end. Two apparently innocuous lines 
taken from it are illustrative: “The blizzard will die down” immediately followed by “The 
blizzard died down” (118). Carter plays with the prescriptive function through exaggeration; 
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here, even the weather takes orders from the narrator. This subtle choice reminds readers to be 
wary of the power of stories and their tellers. 
In a further act of disidentification with the tale’s prescriptive power, “The Company of 
Wolves” directly addresses the reader, particularly in the first part of the story which rehearses 
the relevant werewolf lore. “You are always in danger in the forest,” the narrator explains, “step 
between the gateposts of the forest with the greatest trepidation and infinite precautions, for if 
you stray from the path for one instant, the wolves will eat you” (111). Perrault rendered “Little 
Red Riding Hood” a cautionary tale through his didacticism, most evident in the closing moral. 
But even that was written in the third person, a general warning to “pretty little girls” to watch 
out for “wolves.” Carter takes this several steps further, writing in the inherently dictatorial 
second-person form, and weaving instructions into the body of the tale itself rather than 
relegating them to a distinct concluding moral—a striking example of working within and 
against Perrault’s fairy-tale form, harboring the power of stories even while inviting skepticism 
for them.  
Carter makes explicit the metaphorical function of the wolf not only by writing about 
werewolves (who change between human and wolf form) but by noting that “the wolf may be 
more than he seems” (111). The sexual nature of his play is evident when the girl later thinks that 
“she should never leave the path on the way through the wood or else she would be lost 
instantly” (114)—not killed, but “lost,” a fallen woman.25 The language used here also escalates 
the warning of the Grimms’ tale—one “instant” off the path—a single failure to follow the fairy-
tale line on sexual behavior—means immediate and certain ruin. At the same time, the narrator 
acknowledges that the path is insufficient protection; children here carry knives, and wolves even 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
25 The sexual threat posed by the wolf is further underscored when the huntsman removes his clothing in front of the 
girl’s grandmother later in the story, revealing, “[h]is genitals, huge. Ah! huge” (116).  
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invade peoples’ homes. The protection of the path is a farce used to assuage people’s fears and 
control their behavior; for real protection, women must arm themselves (as in “The Werewolf”). 
In this revision, the protagonist is a sexual being not only liable to lure men but 
susceptible to her own urges. If Perrault’s version hints at the nascent sexual maturity of the 
protagonist, Carter’s revels in it:  
Her breasts have just begun to swell … her cheeks are an emblematic scarlet and 
white and she has just started her woman’s bleeding, the clock inside her that will 
strike, henceforward, once a month. 
She stands and moves within the invisible pentacle of her own virginity. 
She is an unbroken egg; she is a sealed vessel; she has inside her a magic space 
the entrance to which is shut tight with a plug of membrane; she is a closed 
system; she does not know how to shiver. (113-4).  
These disidentificatory lines are dotted with fairy-tale references, caricaturing fairy tales’ 
obsession with female purity by casting virginity as an “invisible pentacle” and a “magic space.” 
“Snow White” is invoked in the description of the girl’s complexion; “Fitcher’s Bird” in calling 
her an unbroken egg; “The Boy Who Left Home to Find Out About the Shivers” echoes in the 
final phrase. In fairy tales, interest and anxiety surround the first sign of desire which must, in 
young women, be tamped down. 
Unlike other fairy-tale heroines, this protagonist “has her knife and she is afraid of 
nothing” (114)—she knows it offers actual protection. And yet, like her naïve predecessors, she 
hands over the basket containing the knife when she meets the wolf-in-disguise, agreeing to race 
him to her grandmother’s house and to a wager—a kiss if he wins. Though he leaves with her 
basket, “she forgot to be afraid of the beasts … for she wanted to dawdle on her way to make 
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sure the handsome gentleman would win his wager” (115), distracted by the titillation of her 
impending (re)encounter with the wolf. If Perrault and the Grimms unfairly blamed the victim in 
their stories, Carter’s protagonist isn’t a victim at all, but a young woman actively desirous of 
male attention and cunning in securing it. 
Carter disidentifies with the classic tale particularly in the closing of her retelling. She 
includes the familiar exchange between wolf and girl, but this girl knows that she is not speaking 
to her grandmother (whose hair she sees on the fire); this significantly alters the meaning of the 
classic dialogue. Having willingly performed the striptease the huntsman demands of her, the girl 
incites his transformation from man to beast, and reacts not with fear, but with confidence that 
suggests her embrace of and control over her own desire: “The girl burst out laughing; she knew 
she was nobody’s meat.” In this moment, it is as if the girl is responding to Perrault himself, 
rejecting the objectification on which his cautionary tale is built and reclaiming her own 
desire(ability).  
Orenstein notes that Red is alone among well-known fairy-tale heroines in remaining 
single at her tale’s end (120); “The Company of Wolves”’s final line—written in the present 
tense—thus depicts the ultimate departure from the “Little Red Riding Hood” script as well as a 
nod to more frequent fairy-tale ending in heterosexual union: “See! sweet and sound she sleeps 
in granny’s bed, between the paws of the tender wolf” (118). The consonance of this closing 
vignette lends it the feel of a children’s tale and is a sort of “happily ever after,” but its 
implications are far less innocent than its language. Bacchilega writes that the pun in “tender” 
has in it “a trace of that sympathetic, life-giving cannibalism which in older versions joins the 
girl with granny” and explains that the girl and wolf “satiate their hunger not for dead meat but 
flesh, while at the same time embodying it” (64). In partnering the heroine, this disidentificatory 
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conclusion returns to the fairy-tale script in order to subvert its intent, celebrating, rather than 
denying, the beast within the girl, which finds its match in the tender wolf. 
Jordan’s film adaptation, for which Carter wrote the screenplay, is in many respects a 
“faithful” rendering of the short story, but it does make a number of revisions to it, the most 
significant of which is the intradiegetic framing device it employs.26 The majority of the film—
everything that corresponds to the classical “Little Red Riding Hood” and the accompanying lore 
about wolves—is the stuff of a fitful, modern-day Rosaleen’s27 dreams. This would seem to 
relegate fairy tales strictly to the world of fantasy but for the film’s ending in which wolves crash 
through her bedroom window and awaken her as the two worlds thus far kept separate collide 
(Figures 16 and 17). As with the shifting verb tenses of Carter’s short story, this device suggests 
that the lessons taught in the cautionary tale have relevance in our own world. Though viewers 
are primed from the very start of the film to dismiss its stories of men-turned-wolves as “just a 
dream,” the reverse proves true; the dream—or rather what it teaches—is real. While it is 
important to regard traditional tales and superstitions with skepticism, imaginative creations can 
help us to better understand and navigate the real world. 
In the film, the association between the color red and the protagonist’s dawning sexual 
maturity is underscored; just as menarche was for Wolf-Alice an essential rite of womanhood 
understood by her in wolfly terms, the emphasis on Rosaleen’s sexual maturity marks her as both 
woman and animal. When her grandmother describes the cloak she has made for Rosaleen, 
which Kim Snowden writes is used to “address the reality of the young girl’s sexual awakening” 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
26 This revision to Carter’s tale constitutes a return to classic fairy-tale form in which the use of frame narratives is 
typical, as in Basile’s The Pentamerone. 
27 “Rosaleen” means little rose, and so is essentially equivalent to the otherwise unnamed “Little Red” of other 
versions. Given that Jordan is Irish, it may also be a nod to James Clarence Mangan’s poem “Dark Rosaleen,” a 
patriotic poem for Ireland disguised as a love poem and thus suggestive of the covert operation of seemingly 
innocent fairy stories. 
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(170) as “red as poppies,” Rosaleen corrects her: “red as blood.” Further emphasizing the sexual 
allegory at work are the film’s references to other fairy tales, both in and out of the intradiegetic 
frame. The action of the tale is interrupted by shots of the modern-day Rosaleen tossing and 
turning in bed, her cheeks flushed and her lips redly glossed. She sleeps fitfully, but remains for 
most of the film unwakeable—a not-accidental nod to “Sleeping Beauty,” though this heroine’s 
graduation from the inert period of adolescence described by Bettelheim is spurred not by a 
prince by a pack of wolves, not a prince. Within the fairy-tale world, the appearance of frogs 
recalls “The Frog Prince,” another tale about the evolution required to reach sexual maturity. 
These allusions connect this “Little Red Riding Hood” to larger fairy-tale tradition and its efforts 
to control female sexuality from its onset.  
Early in the film, Rosaleen’s older sister is killed by wolves. Her grandmother laments 
that she was “all alone in the woods and [had] no one there to save her,” prompting Rosaleen to 
ask, “Why couldn’t she save herself?” Though her grandmother dismisses her, saying, “You 
don’t know anything. You’re only a child,” the question is a reasonable one; why should girls be 
reliant on (male) rescuers?28 Rosaleen habitually questions the fairy-tale script, poking holes in it 
as she does so. Granny, on the other hand, accepts and defends the inherently conservative fairy-
tale status quo. Following the funeral, she decides to let her granddaughter in on some important 
information. Ventriloquizing Perrault, she begins “A wolf may be more than he seems. He may 
come in many disguises. The wolf that ate your sister,” she continues, “was hairy on the outside, 
but when she died she went straight to heaven. The worst kind of wolves are hairy on the inside 
and when they bite you, they drag you with them to hell.” “Hairy on the inside” is literalized in 
the film which depicts the transformation from man to beast as the temporary release of the wolf 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
28 After all, doing so can prove dangerous; in Sexton’s rewriting of “Sleeping Beauty” (discussed in chapter two), a 
young girl’s reliance on her father allows for his abuse of her. 
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that resides always inside the man (Figure 18). Granny (and by extension, the patriarchal voice 
of classic fairy tales) would have her deny and fear her newfound animality, the beast that now 
resides inside her. The Company of Wolves protests the fairy-tale double standard that 
acknowledges but does not attempt to tame the beast in men while insisting on the repression if 
not denial of female desire. In one scene, Rosaleen hears her parents having sex and, concerned 
by the grunts and moans made by her mother—“sounds like the beasts Granny talked about”—
asks her the next day if her father hurts her. “No, of course not” her mother replies. She declares, 
“You pay too much attention to your granny. She knows a lot, but she doesn’t know everything. 
If there’s a beast in men, it meets its match in women, too.” Rosaleen’s mother does not take this 
opportunity to warn her daughter about the perils of sexual intercourse, but matter-of-factly 
grants that sexual appetites are a natural and healthy part of adult life for both men and women.  
Later in the film, Rosaleen eagerly befriends the huntsman-wolf. She is intrigued when 
he tells her he has “something in [his] pocket which always points north”—a compass, yes, but 
equally his penis. Even as Rosaleen reminds him that “the worst wolves are hairy on the inside,” 
it is clear that she is aware—perhaps even hopeful—that these words could apply to this stranger. 
He calls this an old wives’ tale and a peasants’ superstition, flirtatiously suggesting that this 
belief means she “deserve[s] to be punished.” Rosaleen is eager to agree to his proposed wager; 
after all, she wins either way, forfeiting a kiss if he beats her to her grandmother’s house and 
winning his magical compass if she arrives first. The sexual dimension of their conversation 
remains coded, as is the fairy-tale way, but Rosaleen is not so innocent as she pretends. 
When the huntsman gains entrance to Granny’s home, she tries to ward him off with her 
Bible, ordering him to “get thee back to hell from whence ye came.” Her absorption with 
superstition proves poor protection, as he handily knocks the Bible out of her hands and, playing 
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innocent, responds, “I don’t come from hell; I came from the forest.” When she asks, “What 
have you done with my granddaughter?” he answers coyly, if accurately: “nothing she didn’t 
want.” He unfurls his freakishly long tongue slowly with his eyes fixed on Granny, suggesting 
his appetite both literal and sexual (Figure 19). He proceeds to knock Granny’s head cleanly off 
of her shoulders. It shatters against the mantle, a reminder to viewers that we are, in the midst of 
a young girl’s dream, but also a suggestion of the hollowness of the grandmother and the 
superstitious (religious) beliefs she represents. If Granny speaks with the voice of Perrault, this 
permanently silences him, and the film’s radical take on desire takes over completely. 
Rosaleen is not surprised to find the huntsman at the house when she arrives, and quickly 
deduces that he has killed her grandmother. Their modified exchange reveals a Rosaleen braver 
than her literary ancestors: 
 Huntsman: Are you very much afraid? 
Rosaleen: It wouldn’t do me much good to be afraid, would it? What big eyes you 
have! 
Huntsman: All the better to see you with. 
Rosaleen: They say seeing is believing, but I’d never swear to it. 
She is at once drawn to and afraid of the huntsman and struggles to understand him in the terms 
she has been taught. When she asks, “Are you our kind or their kind?” he rejects the distinction, 
saying “Not one or the other—both. I come and go between them.” Confused by her own 
contradictory feelings and her inability to categorize him, she makes multiple attempts on his 
life, but also grants him the kiss he has won, revising the impetus for her exclamation “Jesus 
what big teeth you have!,” a collision of her fear and her attraction to the huntsman-wolf. When 
he transforms from man to wolf, displaying plainly his animality, Rosaleen is even more drawn 
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to him. This inspires another significant revision from story to film: when the hunting party 
comes looking for Rosaleen, they find instead a wolf donning her cross necklace; she, too, has 
transformed, the lingering sign of religious superstition no match for her base desires. In 
Orenstein’s words, she has “incorporated” rather than “bested” the beast. “This revision,” she 
writes, “imbues the heroine with animal instincts that cause her own transformation” (168). Her 
granny gone, she can fully embrace the beast that she has always sensed was within her. 
In the film’s final sequence, the wolf pack runs through the forest and crashes through 
modern-day Rosaleen’s window, eliminating the separation between fantasy and reality and 
inviting application of this tale’s message to the real world. Though it is, of course, a work of 
imagination, its complexity renders it more true than the classic tale. Surprisingly, then, the final 
lines of the film which play over its credits are an overt homage to Perrault’s tidy verse moral: 
  Little girls, this seems to say 
  Never stop upon your way. 
  Never trust a stranger friend, 
  No one knows how it will end. 
  As you’re pretty, so be wise 
  Wolves may lurk in every guise. 
  Now as then, tis simple truth: 
  Sweetest tongue has sharpest tooth. 
This might seem like a return to his conservative message, but it undercuts this in its opening line 
with the word seems, suggesting that this moral is not what it first appears. Indeed, in its 
conclusion that “sweetest tongue has sharpest tooth,” it delivers not a warning, but an 
enticement. Acknowledging the beast within, The Company of Wolves suggests, may bring with 
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it risks, but can result in liberating self-discovery and an exciting alternative to the traditional 
fairy-tale romance. 
Like each of Carter’s, Anne Sexton’s rewriting of “Little Red Riding Hood” complicates 
its tidy moral scheme. In her poem “Red Riding Hood,” she uses the tale to explore deception, 
which she finds is an inevitable and a costly result of the performances demanded of men and 
women in the patriarchal (and fairy-tale) script. Presenting a series of real-life scenarios before 
embarking on a retelling of the familiar tale, it invites readers to draw connections between them. 
“Many,” it begins, “are the deceivers: // “The suburban matron, / proper in the supermarket” may 
be shopping for detergent and dog food—two pointedly quotidian items—but she is flying inside 
as she thinks about meeting her lover in the church parking lot, a site that emphasizes the 
hypocrisy of her affair (1-3). In its first explicit nod to the hypotext, the poem continues, “Not all 
knives are for / stabbing the exposed belly” (25-7); though the huntsman easily cut into the 
wolf’s belly to free Red and her grandmother, wrongs such as this one are not so easily righted. 
Most surprising and severe of all, a standup comic, after a night of getting laughs on the 
“Tonight” show, “slits his wrist the next morning … the razor in his hand like a toothbrush … 
the shower curtain his slack rubberman audience” (39, 41, 43). That he holds this razor “like a 
toothbrush” suggests the routine quality of his suicidal actions; calling the shower curtain his 
audience suggests that this is yet another performance. Deception is ubiquitous, and it is costly.  
Even the speaker, we learn, is a deceiver: 
And I. I too. 
Quite collected at cocktail parties, 
meanwhile in my head 
I’m undergoing open-heart surgery. (48-51) 
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Again, outward appearance contradicts inner (actual) experience; for Sexton, a party—a place for 
relaxation and fun—is rather a life-threatening experience of vulnerability. A far cry from the 
simple (and false) schema of the fairy tale which presents the path as safe and the woods as 
dangerous, Sexton finds danger in unexpected and quotidian places; her deception is to perform 
ease in a social setting. Her confession both implicates her and encourages a measure of 
sympathy for deception, which she casts as an act of self-defense.  
 Having thus complicated the pejorative connotation of “deception,” Sexton introduces 
“Little Red Riding Hood” as a tale about yet another deceiver, the wolf: 
Long ago 
There was a strange deception: 
a wolf dressed in frills, 
a kind of transvestite. (79-82) 
Here, Sexton deviates from her frequently used device for introducing a fairy tale, the dangling 
“Once.” By replacing this with “Long ago,” she brings this tale somewhat closer to our own 
place and time before going on to characterize the tale’s infamous deception in an unexpected 
way. We are inclined to think of the wolf posing as Red’s grandmother as a predator setting a 
clever trap for his prey, using Red’s trust in her grandmother against her. Sexton softens the 
image of the wolf by calling attention to the “frills” he wears, and by comparing him to her cast 
of real-world deceivers (herself included), she prepares readers for a more sympathetic rendering 
of the tale’s villain. Importantly, while privileging the wolf’s perspective, she generally follows 
the Grimms’ plot. In this way she highlights the limitations of the fairy-tale formula precisely by 
adhering to it, a powerful example of disidentification. 
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By introducing the conceit of the wolf as “gender bending,” Sexton mitigates the severity 
of his crimes and renders his deception oddly comic. When he eats Red’s grandmother, Sexton 
calls him a “deceptive fellow” (125), a mild designation for a murderous predator. After he 
devours Red, too, Sexton writes that he “appeared to be in his ninth month” (136), an image not 
only feminine but also procreative rather than destructive. And yet, she notes, he is “wolfless” 
(142). Sexton imagines the wolf’s carnivorous actions in the tale as an attempt to experience 
pregnancy by the only means available to him. When the huntsman arrives, the wolf is 
“dreaming” (141), “contented” (144); the huntsman’s knife, by contrast, is “carnal” (153). When 
he cuts Red and her grandmother out of the belly of the sleeping wolf she calls it “a kind of 
caesarian section” (152), as if the wolf is producing rather than consuming life and implying that 
Red and her grandmother were never truly at risk. Appearances are deceiving, as are fairy-tale 
“types”; here, the rescuer is cruel and the villain maternal. 
 In a return to the plot of the Grimms’ “Little Red Cap,” Red and her grandmother, once 
freed, take their revenge on the wolf, filling his belly with stones: 
He was as heavy as a cemetery 
and when he woke up and tried to run off 
he fell over dead. Killed by his own weight. 
Many a deception ends on such a note. (161-164) 
The wolf ceases to be a threat upon waking; he wants only to escape, not unlike Sexton who 
desires escape from cocktail parties. But, per the Grimms’ script, he must be punished. What 
finally kills him, though, is not the stones’ but rather “his own weight,” the weight of deception. 
His end, like the standup comic’s, is essentially self-inflicted, the unfortunate culmination of the 
fragmentation of self provoked by this kind of performance.  
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 Sexton points out the illogic of this cautionary tale in particular and fairy tales more 
generally, a concern given their role in moral instruction. In the first place, she objects to the care 
package Red carries to her ill grandmother. Making no effort to conceal her incredulity, she 
writes: 
Wine and cake? 
Where’s the aspirin? The penicillin? 
Where’s the fruit juice? 
Peter Rabbit got chamomile tea. 
But wine and cake it was. (98-102) 
By mentioning Peter Rabbit, Sexton reminds readers there are more sensible examples to be 
found in children’s literature; the wine and cake of “Little Red Cap” are frivolities, useless to an 
ailing old woman. By preserving rather than revising this detail, she critiques fairy tales’ very 
credibility. Added to this, she presents an almost willfully naïve protagonist who thinks the wolf 
“no more dangerous / than a streetcar or a panhandler” (106-7), gleefully takes his advice to pick 
flowers with names like “bloodroot” and “dogtooth” (116, 118), and, when she sees him dressed 
as her grandmother, is so ready to trust superficial appearances that she imagines the woman has 
“a dark and hairy disease” (130). Playing into the established tendency to blame the victim in the 
tale, Sexton makes it difficult not to fault Red for her series of missteps, making her a dubious 
figure for children to learn from. 
 Indeed, Red and her grandmother seem quite cold in the closing of the poem as they sit 
down to dine with their rescuer on wine and cake next to the wolf’s corpse. Readers might learn 
from the high price the wolf pays for his deception, but this pair seems entirely oblivious to their 
experience and what it could teach them: 
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  Those two remembering 
  nothing naked and brutal 
from that little death, 
that little birth, 
from their going down 
and their lifting up. (167-172) 
Red and her grandmother erase what was harrowing (“naked and brutal”) about this experience 
from their memories, tritely rendering being eaten by a wolf as only a “little death” and being 
freed as a “little birth,” much in the way fairy tales attempt to sanitize the often grim events they 
depict (such as the princess’s rape in Basile’s “Sun, Moon, and Talia”). By diminishing the event 
in this way, they refuse to learn anything from it. Their appearance then, is also deceptive: they 
play the parts of victims, but are capable of coldness and cruelty not even the villain harbored. 
 By shifting the tale’s focus from Red to the wolf, Sexton subtly but significantly violates 
fairy-tale tradition itself, taking the side of the villain rather than the heroine. Orenstein discusses 
the larger scale on which the poem operates. Through its “questioning of the trite as well as the 
fundamental details of the story—of gender, sexuality, villainy and rescue,” the poem “implies 
that the reader, too, has been blinded to or deceived by elements of the plot, and perhaps by 
elements of her own life” (137). Deception, Sexton has shown, is ubiquitous, and often willful, a 
means of engaging with while protecting ourselves from the world. The deception practiced in 
fairy (and cautionary) tales may be more insidious, as these stories offer moral instruction based 
on their reductive models. 
Olga Broumas’ poem “Little Red Riding Hood” restores the wolf to the threatening 
position he holds in the classic tale, re-staging its gendered opposition of beastly men and 
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vulnerable women in order to convey the isolation she endures as a lesbian in a patriarchal 
system that considers motherhood an essential rite of passage for women.29 This system, like the 
tale, teaches young women to be “good at evading” (25), but does not provide a viable path for 
those who exist outside of its heterosexual and –normative matrix. Thus, while keeping 
obediently “to the road” (31) and “mind[ing] well” (37)—that is, avoiding wolves—the speaker 
violates the implicit heterosexual mandate of the cautionary tale by forming sexual bonds with 
other women. Sadly, in so doing, she ensures not only her continued isolation but also her 
eventual erasure. The poem is both a celebration of straying and an elegy mourning its costs, 
further demonstration of the insufficiency of fairy-tale script suggested in Sexton’s. 
A mournful tone is established in the poem’s opening line, “I grow old, old.” This echoes 
T. S. Eliot’s “The Love Song of J. Alfred Prufrock.” Like Prufrock, the speaker in this poem, 
spurred by the loss of her mother, reflects on the events of her life and laments what she has lost. 
She has been part of a community of women set deliberately apart from men, and the primary 
relationship in her life has been with her mother, who she calls the “landscape / of [her] heart” 
and “architect of [her] body” (2-3, 41-2), responsible not merely for giving rise to her existence 
but also for indelibly shaping her romantic life. 
The poem professes its status as an adaptation from its very title; in it, imagery and 
language from the cautionary tale are repurposed in unusual and fragmentary ways. The 
eponymous red hood is the “mantle of blood” that anoints a child passing out of her mother’s 
womb; as the word mantle suggests, it is not just a garment, but a responsibility carried by every 
woman (5). Later, the hood is her clitoral hood, the sexual symbolism suggested in Perrault’s tale 
made literal and explicit and the speaker taking seriously the order to keep away from 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
29 As articulated by Bettelheim in his interpretation of “Sleeping Beauty” (discussed in chapter two). 
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men/wolves. The “wolf” of the poem is “the white-clad doctor and his fancy claims”; the 
speaker’s distrust seems rooted in both the fact of his sex and his association with modern 
medicine and the clinical distance it insists upon: “microscope, / stethoscope, scalpel, all / the 
better to see with, to hear, / and to eat” (20-23). The threat of the wolf, of any contact with men, 
is severe; she imagines that a doctor’s tool, “[h]igh forceps,” if used during her delivery, might 
have “cramp[ed] / [her] between the temples, hobble[d] / [her] baby feet” (13, 16-8), crippling 
her both mentally and physically. This is set in stark contrast to the more intimate and knowing 
care of the midwife, “that good woman” (15), who actually assisted during her mother’s labor, 
who “plunged to her wrist and guided / my baffled head to its first mark” (12-13), modeling the 
nurturing the speaker learns to associate with all women. Taking its cue from Perrault, this poem 
suggests that men are a species apart, and an inherently dangerous one. 
The speaker, like her predecessors, was taught to evade wolves, but, unlike them, she 
diligently followed these orders: 
… I kept 
 
to the road, kept 
the hood secret, kept what it sheathed 
more secret still. (30-33) 
The speaker is protective of and private about her sexuality. The hood which was flaunted by 
Perrault’s Red and which constituted the precise opposite of camouflage in the dangerous woods 
is here kept secret. Initially, then, Broumas seems to be exploring a “what-if” scenario in which 
Red never strays from the path or speaks to the wolf and so, presumably, protects herself and her 
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virtue. Instead, she demonstrates the insufficiency of the superstition offered by the fairy tale, the 
failure of the path to protect women on it. 
The patriarchal mandate to “stay on the path” requiring women to avoid unsanctioned 
sexual contact is designed to preserve the purity (that is, virginity) of women for their eventual 
husbands. Overlooking—or perhaps denying—non-heterosexual desire, cautionary tales like 
“Little Red Riding Hood” warn young women to avoid men but do not, as this poem 
demonstrates, necessarily insist on abstinence. Indeed, the speaker admits that she followed the 
letter but not the spirit of this law:  
   … I opened 
  it only at night, and with other women 
  who might be walking the same road to their own 
  grandma’s house, each with her basket of gifts, her small hood 
  safe in the same part. I minded well. (33-7) 
In a world where heterosexuality is the norm and an expectation, what she describes is a 
transgressive obedience. The language here calls to mind a kind of underground resistance, a 
community of women bonded not only by sexual preference, but by their careful efforts to “pass” 
as obedient daughters and granddaughters. Though Red in both Perrault’s and the Grimms’ 
stories cannot resist the charms of the wolf, the speaker here, so “good at evading,” is, in a 
certain way, more obedient than Red herself, even as she flouts the social and sexual prescription 
undergirding her story. But following the simple advice of the fairy tale does not protect her 
from loss. 
 This (dis)obedience comes at a cost. The mournful tone that marks the poem at its start 
returns as the speaker laments, “I have no daughter // to trace that road, back to your lap with my 
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laden / basket of love” (37-9). This sentiment further transposes elements of the classic tale into 
an expression of sorrow and of love, which she discovers travel together in this community of 
women which she celebrates but acknowledges is necessarily isolating. Moving from romantic 
love back to the maternal/filial love with which the poem began, she focuses here on the central 
event of “Little Red Riding Hood,” the journey to grandmother’s house, as a daughter’s 
expression of love for her mother conveyed by sending her own daughter to look after her, 
continuing the tradition of women caring for women. Ironically, her failure—or rather, her 
inability—to reproduce is a direct result of her following her mother’s orders too completely. 
The system that demands that girls “stick to the path” is perpetuated only when they, upon 
maturing, enter into conventional marital and sexual relationships. No path is laid out for queer 
men and women; indeed, there is no room for them in a system built on the nuclear family. For 
the speaker, this means there is no way for her to return nor to pass on the love bestowed on her 
by her mother. As with Sexton’s wolf, procreation is unavailable to her. 
In Beginning with O, a collection more densely populated by re-writings of mythology, 
Broumas explores her disidentificatory relationship with cautionary and fairy tales. While she 
finds in the story of “Little Red Riding Hood” an inspiring mother-daughter relationship, she 
also notes the tale’s (and indeed most of the genre’s) setting in an “improbable forest” (46), a 
place of simple plotlines and tidy morals in which there is no good outcome for women: 
heterosexual women are the “lost, flower-gathering / sisters they [wolves/men] feed on” (47-48), 
succumbing to the trap set for them; queer women, who follow the order to stay on the path and 
resist the charms of men, are forced to live their unsanctioned and lonely lives in secret. With no 
daughter to send through the woods to grandmother’s house, the speaker wonders 
… what other gesture 
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can I conceive 
 
to make with it 
that would reach you, alone 
in your house, and waiting … (42-5) 
The answer is, of course, the poem itself, a revision that reconfigures a conservative cautionary 
tale into a love poem from daughter to mother. It reproduces the simplistic metaphor of the 
classic tale, casting men as wolves, an unambiguous threat to women, but it does so in order to 
more vividly convey the isolation of non-normative identification in a world dominated by men, 
a world in which the “path” offers no protection to women.  
Matthew Bright’s 1996 film Freeway, the final revision I will examine here, and only 
briefly, sensationalizes the sex and violence that collide in “Little Red Riding Hood,” amplifying 
the threat that men pose to young women. It sets the tale in contemporary Los Angeles and 
recasts it as one of sexual abuse and sadistic violence perpetrated by its wolf, Bob Wolverton 
(Kiefer Sutherland).30 Vanessa (Reese Witherspoon) is its rebellious heroine. She wears not a red 
hood but a red miniskirt, a more modern and less subtle marker of her sexuality, and her trip to 
her grandmother’s follows her mother’s arrest for prostitution. Given a gun by her boyfriend,31 
she ends up hitching a ride with Wolverton when her own car breaks down (thus, “riding” hood) 
before learning that Wolverton is the I-5 serial killer, responsible for the rape and murder of 
several girls. This is a severe escalation of the sexual threat posed by the wolf of the classic tale. 
Wolverton is white, affluent, and educated; he seems initially like the film’s Prince Charming, 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
30 His name is one of the less subtle nods to the fairy tale in the film, which eventually takes over the narrative 
completely in the final scene. 
31 His name, Chopper Wood, is, as Orenstein points out, an inversion of the woodchopper of the Grimm’s tale (235). 
He does not rescue her, but in providing her with a gun, provides her with the means to save herself. 
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rescuing the stranded Vanessa. When he proves “a killer with a hankering for young dead girls, 
Wolverton makes an ironic rejoinder to the Prince Charmings of yore, themselves necrophilic 
pedophiles” (Orenstein 236), reminding us that “tame wolves”—the princes populating fairy 
tales—are indeed the most dangerous of all, guilty of a multitude of sins from rape to murder.  
Upon reaching her grandmother’s house near the film’s end, Vanessa and Bob act out the 
familiar confrontation between Little Red and the Wolf, but with unprecedented violence on both 
sides. If Wolverton is an exaggeration of the classic tale’s villainous wolf, Vanessa is a radical 
departure from its obedient granddaughter. Having killed the big, bad wolf, she appears 
unperturbed and even pleased, suggesting that she has been so inundated with sexual violence 
that she has actually developed the capacity to co-opt it for her own defense; the path offered her 
no protection, but her adoption of the violence modeled by the men in her life does. The film’s 
engagement with the tale is, Orenstein writes, “mocking … even as it carries on the tradition.” 
By restoring to Vanessa the self-reliance of the heroine of “The Story of Grandmother,” she 
continues, Freeway “suggests how far the fairy tale has come, and at the same time, how it has 
come full circle” (226). Vanessa steps outside of her fairy-tale type (or rather, back into her folk-
tale type), but ends the film no happier or safer than she began it, but alone at the site of her 
grandmother’s murder. Freeway has in it moments of disidentification, but more often simply 
amplifies the sex and violence of earlier versions of the tale beyond credulity. As the violence 
accumulates, the classic tale’s warning against disobedience becomes increasingly ridiculous, 
good behavior offering no protection against predatory men like Wolverton. 
 The collision of sex and violence in “Little Red Riding Hood” results in overtly 
instructive versions from Perrault and the Grimms. Eager to curtail the expression of female 
desire, their tellings attemp to scare young women “straight” by laying out for them a path, off of 
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which lies the threat of male violence. This didacticism makes it well suited to disidentificatory 
responses which seek to complicate the tidy morals of these early versions. These revisions 
exercise the inherent flexibility of the fairy tale in order to subvert its prescription, exploring and 
celebrating what lies off the path. 
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Figure 19. The Huntsman 
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CHAPTER 4: THE COST OF CURIOSITY IN “BLUEBEARD” 
Perrault’s “Bluebeard” straddles the line between cautionary and fairy tale; like the 
cautionary tale, it introduces a prohibition only for it to be transgressed, but like a fairy tale, it 
has a happy ending. It is the most violent of the western fairy tales, depicting marriage at its 
worst as a potentially fatal trap for women (Tatar, The Classic Fairy Tales 138). It is no 
coincidence that this particularly gruesome tale is less known and less popular in the United 
States today than most others, as is both evidenced by and in part due to the lack of a Disney 
version. Even less well known are a handful of variants: the Grimms’ “The Fitcher’s Bird” and 
“The Robber Bridegroom” and Joseph Jacobs’ “Mr. Fox.” While “Bluebeard” faults the 
protagonist for her curiosity, these versions rather commend her for her cunning and model 
female cooperation rather than competition. They have proved important hypotexts for a number 
of hypertexts that seek to restore “Bluebeard” to its folk-tale origins and, in so doing, to restore 
its heroine to a bold and resourceful young woman rather than a defenseless damsel in distress. 
These tales are united in exposing the inherent power imbalance condoned in male-
female relationships under patriarchy, in each case revealing an apparently worthy (or at least 
wealthy) suitor to be a serial killer of women. They eliminate the distance introduced by the use 
of animals as metaphors in “Little Red Riding Hood,” rendering the critique of male-female 
relationships all the more immediate. And while “Little Red Riding Hood” warns about 
interactions with men outside of marriage, these tales suggest that not even marital relationships 
are safe for women, thereby “challenging the myth of romantic love encapsulated in the ‘happily 
ever after’ of fairy tales” (139). Indeed, Pauline Greenhill suggests in “‘Fitcher’s [Queer] Bird’: 
A Fairy-Tale Heroine and Her Avatars” that the tale and its variants “expos[e] the sine qua non 
of heterosexual relationships—between ... husband and wife—as explicitly adversarial, 
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dangerous, even murderous” (150). The figure of Bluebeard takes the patriarch off his pedestal 
and suggests that husbands may be the primary threats to, rather than the protectors of, their 
wives. This constitutes a radical departure from the patriarchal script, and one not entirely 
overcome by the alternate marriage tacked onto the end of most versions. 
The hypertexts examined in this chapter disidentify with this story in which “[t]he 
homicidal history of the husband” has so often taken “a back seat to the disobedience of the 
wife” (Tatar, Secrets Beyond the Door 20). They foreground the implied sexual dimension of the 
wife’s curiosity, and show it to be a product of a patriarchal system that simultaneously 
cultivates (through repression) and forbids female desire, putting women in competition with one 
another for male attention. Sex becomes the site of power struggle, the romantic relationship a 
combative one that justifies violence against women as punishment for the curiosity instilled in 
them. Angela Carter and Catherine Breillat both complicate the adversarial relationship of bride 
and groom, drawing out the possible pedophilia of the hypotext by representing the bride as 
much younger than her husband. In Carter’s story, the protagonist’s punishment for her curiosity 
(desire) persists even into her subsequent marriage. In Breillat’s film, too, the inherent 
asymmetry in the relationship between Bluebeard and his bride is emphasized and its connection 
to the violent impulses of sibling rivalry are staged. Helen Oyeyemi’s 2011 novel Mr. Fox draws 
on all of these “Bluebeard” stories in a postmodern examination of the violence done to women 
in fiction, which it suggests must not be taken lightly. Ultimately, the women in these 
disidentificatory revisions learn that the violence of misogyny can be combatted when they 
convert the fear it produces into strategic resistance. 
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Hypotexts 
 Perrault’s “Bluebeard” is a short piece in which “the verbal energy is invested almost 
exclusively in exposing Bluebeard’s wife to horrors of extraordinary vividness and power” 
(Tatar, The Classic Fairy Tales 138) and which features “the most monstrous and beastly of all 
fairytale husbands” (Bettelheim 299). That he is at once human and monstrous is significant; the 
power he wields is “merely an extreme interpretation” of the powers that all husbands wield in a 
patriarchal system (Tosenberger 210). His eponymous blue beard, Warner writes, marks him as 
Other. Either the color is artificial (which would itself be suspect) or he is so monstrous that it 
grows that way on its own (From the Beast to the Blonde 242); at the same time, the color is 
suggestive of the aristocracy (Tatar, Secrets Beyond the Door 19). To win the latest in his series 
of brides, Bluebeard throws a party for three sisters; the youngest comes to think him “not so 
blue after all” (Tatar, The Classic Fairy Tales 144). Upon leaving his young bride to take care of 
some unspecified “urgent business,” Bluebeard gives her the keys to all of the rooms in his 
castle, careful to identify which key unlocks the mysterious room at the end of the hall on the 
lower floor before forbidding her from entering it. He assures her that if she even opens the door 
a crack, “there will be no limit to [his] anger” (144-5). To this point, the tale represents a fairly 
typical husband-wife dynamic in which the husband is the clear and rightful possessor of power. 
Though his threat is extreme, it is grounded in his authority as patriarch. 
When his wife inevitably enters the forbidden chamber, she finds the floor covered in 
blood that reflects the bodies of several hanging corpses. It is explained parenthetically—as if it 
should be obvious—that these are Bluebeard’s former wives, his victims. When in her shock the 
girl drops the key on the floor, she ensures that her trespass will be discovered and she will join 
their ranks (145). The tale’s sole magical element cements her fate; the bloodstained key that 
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cannot be washed clean will reveal her transgression. The moral offered by Perrault, and too 
readily accepted by many readers, suggests that this tale demonstrates the dire consequences of 
female curiosity: 
Curiosity, in spite of its many charms, 
Can bring with it serious regrets … 
Women succumb, but it’s a fleeting pleasure; 
As soon as you satisfy it, it ceases to be. 
And it always proves very, very costly. (148) 
While Perrault stops short of condoning Bluebeard’s murderous actions, this patronizing moral 
explicitly aimed at women suggests that they “should—indeed must—unquestioningly obey 
men’s orders, particularly those of their husbands” and “takes the wife’s curiosity as what nearly 
kills her. Blaming the victim instead of the perpetrator persists,” Greenhill writes, “as a familiar 
patriarchal gambit” (150). Tatar, too, has noted the tendency of scholars to blame the wife rather 
than her murderous husband, creatively reading the bloodstained key as a symbol of her 
infidelity and thus accepting Perrault’s condemnation of her curiosity (141).32  
But, as Cristina Bacchilega succinctly puts it in Postmodern Fairy Tales, “[f]emale 
disobedience is … hardly the point” (111). Instead at issue is Bluebeard’s calculated entrapment 
and subsequent brutal murder of each of his wives, his patriarchal mandate taken to the extreme. 
Sadistically, he relishes doling out punishments for his wives’ failure to blindly obey his 
commands—commands he never intended for them to follow in the first place. As a commentary 
on heterosexual marriage, this tale exposes its inherent inequity and the danger it poses to the 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
32 Bettelheim writes confidently that “the nature of the [wife’s] betrayal may be guessed by the punishment: 
execution … only one form of deception on the female’s part was punishable by death inflicted by her husband: 
sexual infidelity” (300). 
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young women who enter into it inexperienced and uninformed. Moreover, it suggests that 
enforced naiveté (under the guise of “purity”) on the part of women is itself unsafe. To at once 
insist on sexual inexperience and punish the curiosity that naturally follows from it—as does a 
patriarchal value system—is indefensible. 
 Bettelheim is quite hard on “Bluebeard,” which he disqualifies as a fairy tale and in 
which he finds “no development of any of the characters” (299).33 Bluebeard’s final wife is 
essentially an empty placeholder: she is never distinguished meaningfully from those who 
preceded her and whom she nearly joins in death. Having entered the forbidden room, she, like 
so many readers of the tale, readily assigns herself full blame. When discovered by Bluebeard, 
she “threw herself at her husband’s feet, weeping and begging his pardon, with all the signs of 
genuine regret for disobeying him” (146). True to his word, Bluebeard declares that she must die, 
and his wife asks only for time to say her prayers. Though Greenhill declares that “[t]here is no 
self-help in ‘Bluebeard,’” I would argue that the wife deserves a measure of credit for this 
deliberate stalling tactic (155). And yet, she proves a stereotypical damsel in distress entirely 
reliant on the aid of men; even her sister, already on the scene, merely serves as lookout. When 
her brothers arrive, they summarily skewer Bluebeard and rescue their helpless sisters. 
 Further undermining the agency of women in “Bluebeard” is its wholly dissatisfying 
ending. Despite the tale’s prescient warning about the risks of marriage, it ends by substituting 
one marriage for another, albeit less horrendous. The narrator is unable to imagine an alternative 
for Bluebeard’s widow. Readers are informed that she uses a portion of her inheritance to marry 
a “very worthy man, who banished the memory of the miserable days she had spent with 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
33 In fact, he classifies it as an “animal-groom” tale, like “Beauty and the Beast.” 
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Bluebeard,” as if any marriage, however happy, could erase the trauma she had to that point 
endured (148). Further, in a second moral appended to the tale, Perrault claims that 
No longer are husbands so terrible, 
Demanding the impossible, 
Acting unhappy and jealous. 
With their wives they toe the line; 
And whatever color their beards might be, 
It’s not hard to tell which of the pair is master. (148) 
This quippy finish effectively undoes the critique of marriage contained within the tale, 
“disavow[ing] any apparent lessons about husbands” (Tatar, Secrets Beyond the Door 24). This 
reversal suggesting that wives control their husbands still precludes the possibility of equality in 
the heterosexual relationship which it depicts as inherently combative, justifying the tale’s 
violence. 
The Grimms’ and Jacobs’ folk-tale variants bear a strong resemblance to each other, 
sharing two key differences from “Bluebeard”: first, their protagonists, like that of “The Story of 
Grandmother,” are clever and resourceful. Second, they end immediately following the death of 
the villain; there is no mention of a subsequent marriage for the heroine, who thus ends the tale 
the strong and independent woman she was at the beginning. At the same time, they have in 
common with Perrault’s tale a warning about the violence of which men are capable. In fact, by 
eliminating the marriage that ends his tale, they actually amplify that message and offer 
unmitigated condemnation of marriage and its accompanying violence. 
“The Fitcher’s Bird” tells of a sorcerer who carries a basket on his back in order to catch 
young women while pretending to beg for food. This establishes him as suspect from the start: 
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his brides are victims of his dark magic, not willing or even coerced participants. Like 
Bluebeard, he leaves the girl alone with the keys to the castle; he also gives her an egg which he 
commands she carry with her as she explores the home. What she finds when she enters the room 
is even more horrific than what Perrault’s tale prepares us for: a basin full of chopped up body 
parts. She drops the egg, thus ensuring that the sorcerer will discover her transgression when he 
returns home; he kills her for entering the room against his wishes. This sequence is repeated 
with the second sister. These girls are typical damsels in distress; when no one appears to save 
them, they perish. 
But the youngest sister “was clever and cunning.” When left in the same predicament at 
the castle, she disobeys the order to carry the egg with her, and upon entering the forbidden 
room, she sets to work reassembling the bodies of her sisters (149). When the sorcerer returns 
and finds the egg unblemished, he declares that she has “passed the test” and they shall be 
married. Most interestingly, we learn that from this point “[h]e no longer had any power over her 
and had to do her bidding” (150), perhaps a result of some enchantment relating to the egg and/or 
the test. I hear in this a faint echo of Perrault’s second moral, though, and its suggestion that a 
man in love is under the spell of his beloved, ceding to her the control in their relationship. As 
does Perrault’s moral, this inverts—but does not resolve—the hierarchal nature of the 
heterosexual relationship, in which someone must always have the upper hand. 
The dénouement of this tale is bizarre and a bit convoluted; suffice it to say that the girl 
uses her wiles to save her sisters and herself before sending her brothers to the house of the 
sorcerer, leaving to them the final reckoning. They lock the sorcerer and his guests (who have 
arrived for the wedding) inside before setting the place on fire and burning them to death (151). 
The tale ends by punishing its villain but not marrying off its heroine, warning of the potential 
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for violence in marriage, punishing (male) evil, rewarding (female) cunning, and leaving it at 
that. 
In “The Robber Bridegroom,” a miller agrees to marry his daughter to a suitor who 
“seemed to be rich” and with whom he “could find nothing wrong.” The daughter has better 
instincts than her father; she “didn’t care for [her fiancé] as a girl should care for her betrothed, 
and she didn’t trust him. Whenever she looked at him or thought of him, her heart filled with 
dread” (151). With this, the tale acknowledges that marriage ought to be about more than 
financial stability, and implicitly criticizes the miller for making the arrangement in the first 
place. Invited to follow a trail of ashes through the woods to her husband-to-be’s house, the girl 
leaves her own trail of peas and lentils. Though a voice ominously warns, “Turn back, turn back, 
my pretty young bride, / In a house of murderers you’ve arrived,” she proceeds. This story offers 
no explanation or judgment: she is described as neither “curious” nor “brave.” She hides behind 
a barrel when she hears her fiancé and his troupe arrive, dragging a girl with them, and watches 
in horror as “[t]hey gave her wine to drink, three glasses full … and soon her heart burst in two. 
They tore off her fine clothes, put her on a table, chopped her beautiful body into pieces, and 
sprinkled them with salt” (152). This scene literalizes the objectifying motif of beautiful-woman-
as-food more prevalent in “Sleeping Beauty” and associates it with the vilest of men, serving as 
an important rejoinder to a problematic fairy-tale trope. 
Noticing a gold ring on their victim’s finger, the girl’s husband-to-be chops it off only for 
it to fly through the air and land in the girl’s lap. She is saved when the men are called to dinner, 
and escapes with the old woman who serves them and who has laced their wine with sleeping 
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potion. The pair follows the trail of peas and lentils the girl had left earlier to safety,34 each 
having a hand in their safe escape. Later, at their wedding breakfast, the girl, insisting all the 
while that she is recounting a dream, tells the story of what she witnessed at his house. At the 
end of her narrative, she produces the finger with the ring. When her husband-to-be tries to 
escape, the wedding guests “seized him and turned him over to the authorities. He and his band 
were executed for their dreadful deeds” (154). As in “The Fitcher’s Bird,” the tale ends here, 
having told the story of a protagonist who demonstrates bravery and even defiance, but who 
twice relies on the help of others. This tale, too, constitutes a warning about the potential perils 
of marriage, but not a pointed lesson on female behavior. 
 Jacobs’ “Mr. Fox” closely resembles “The Robber Bridegroom,” though its heroine 
differs considerably, a product of its later (1890), English origins. “Lady Mary was young,” the 
tale begins, “and Lady Mary was fair”; not only is this heroine named, but her class status 
elevated and her beauty described, rendering her more appealing to Jacobs’ audience. She sets 
out to find the castle of her betrothed, Mr. Fox, and enters it despite the written warning, “Be 
bold, be bold, but not too bold. / Lest that your heart’s blood should run cold.” In this case, the 
story stipulates that she is brave (not curious) for doing so, building on its more favorable 
impression of its heroine. Behind it, she finds “bodies and skeletons of beautiful young ladies all 
stained with blood” (154) and as she decides to leave, she sees Mr. Fox dragging a young lady up 
to the house and hides behind a cask. In a variation on “The Robber Bridegroom,” this lady has a 
diamond ring on her finger and Mr. Fox cuts off her hand with his sword; the hand, of course, 
falls in Lady Mary’s lap, but luckily Mr. Fox gives up the search before it leads him to her.  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
34 This contradicts a similar plot point in “Hansel and Gretel” (also included in the Grimms’ collection). In that tale, 
a trail of food (bread crumbs) is eaten by animals and so disappears before the children can use it their benefit; in 
this one, the trail of food proves more lasting than the trail of ashes and is thus crucial to the girl’s safe escape. 
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The next morning at their wedding breakfast, Lady Mary reports having had nightmares 
the night before. Mr. Fox, as if to preemptively cast doubt on her story, replies, “Dreams go by 
contraries.” She describes what she saw at his castle the day prior, and, upon reaching the end of 
her story, pulls out the hand and points it at Mr. Fox, prompting her brothers and friends to draw 
their swords and summarily cut Mr. Fox into pieces (156). In thus giving the order for his death, 
Lady Mary retains a good measure of the agency she is stripped of in earlier versions, 
particularly Perrault’s. As well, the class elevation of this story—a miller’s daughter becomes a 
lady, a house in the woods becomes a castle, axes become swords—demonstrate the flexibility of 
the fairy tale, its ready adaptability to reflect the society of its teller. 
Hypertexts  
Given the relative lack of popularity and disturbing content of “Bluebeard,” its central 
place in Angela Carter’s fairy-tale collection is unusual. Though it is most extensively a retelling 
of Perrault’s tale, its title, “The Bloody Chamber” is an early clue that Carter has in mind other 
versions as well, taken as it is from Jacobs’ “Mr. Fox.” It is the first and longest fairy-tale 
revision in her collection, setting the tone for the stories that follow and establishing its 
subversive engagement with fairy tales in general, and with the “traditional, complacently 
heterosexual utopia of the fairy-tale ending” in particular (Tiffin 65), throughout. Rather than 
shying away from the sexual content latent in the classic fairy tale, Carter foregrounds and 
intensifies it, simultaneously critiquing Perrault’s version, restoring the agency of the protagonist 
in a nod to the Grimms’ and Jacobs’, and defending a woman’s right to have and express desire. 
Building upon the gender inequality exposed in “Bluebeard,” “The Bloody Chamber” enhances 
the familiar fairy-tale plot with subtle formal experimentation, re-casting the passive wife as a 
strong and sexual (if inexperienced) heroine, the Bluebeard figure as a murderous but lonely 
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sadist, and the heterosexual relationship as necessarily entrapping. It is only in the mother-
daughter relationship that it finds the possibility of a relationship founded on passion without 
violence. 
“The Bloody Chamber” professes its status as an adaptation from its very title, aligning 
this story with Perrault’s via its plot and by setting the tale in France. Its villain is simply the 
Marquis, his class and wealth being the key facts of his character; its heroine, too, is unnamed. 
Yet there are in it a number of moments that defy the expectations established in the fairy-tale 
genre. In one break from tradition, the tale is narrated in the first person, giving readers 
unprecedented insight into the protagonist’s thoughts and feelings, rendering the horrors to 
which she is subjected the more immediate, and giving her control over the story’s unfolding. It 
is set not “Once upon a time” but at the turn of the twentieth century, and the inclusion of a 
number of references to historical figures and works of art make it difficult to suspend disbelief 
in the way the classic fairy tale requires. Twice, the story draws attention to its reliance on 
clichés by using the phrase “of course”: when the girl meets the blind tuner who will become her 
love interest, she notes that he “was blind, of course” (23); later, when she calls on her mother 
for her rescue she finds “the line, of course, was dead” (30), as it would be in any conventional 
horror film. The tale also plays upon our knowledge of “Bluebeard” specifically by 
foreshadowing what is to come several times. To provide just one example, riding on the train to 
the Marquis’ castle, the girl thinks “he had invited me to join this gallery of beautiful women” 
(10), evoking for readers the image of the titular chamber in which her husband displays his 
former wives. “The Bloody Chamber” even invokes “Bluebeard” directly; in the final scene, the 
Marquis, sword in hand, is compared to “those clockwork tableaux of Bluebeard that you see in 
glass cases at fairs” (40). In each of these maneuvers, Carter works explicitly within and against 
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the genre, emphasizing this story’s status as fairy tale in order to problematize the black-and-
white morality of that genre and its line on female curiosity in particular. 
As Carter writes in The Sadeian Woman, the erotic relationship is “the most self-
conscious of all human relationships, a direct confrontation of two beings whose actions in the 
bed are wholly determined by their acts when they are out of it” (9). While what takes place in 
the bedroom has the appearance of being private, the external has always already intruded on this 
space in the form of internalized social norms regarding sex and gender (among other things). 
Thus, sex exposes not only the body but also the thoughts and desires carried in it—it is these the 
protagonist hopes to access through sex, to get a glimpse of the Marquis’ “face without its mask” 
(18). Marriage in this revision is cast as an “unguessable country” into which the heroine passes 
(7), unsure whether she loves the Marquis even as she is resolved to become his wife, motivated 
both by the financial security35 he offers and by her troubling but undeniable sexual attraction to 
him (to which I will turn shortly). Extending and complicating the critique of heterosexual 
marriage found in its hypotext, this retelling imagines marriage as necessarily isolating; “Into 
marriage, into exile,” thinks the young bride, “I sensed it, I knew it – that, henceforth, I would 
always be lonely” (12). Though the threat of violence contained in “Bluebeard” seems a distant 
and improbable one to most readers, Carter suggests that marriage between any man and woman 
is an adversarial bond that can prove alienating to both partners. 
As the story begins, the narrator describes the mix of fear and excitement she feels upon 
becoming the Marquis’ bride. Unlike her predecessors in earlier versions, she is not merely a 
passive sexual object for her husband’s enjoyment—as she puts it, “I was innocent but not naïve” 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
35 We learn of her willingness to manipulate for financial gain when she lets slip that they met at a salon where she, 
“the orphan” had been “hired out of charity to give them their digestive of music” (13). Of course, her mother is 
alive, so she must have misrepresented herself in order to secure the job.  
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(17)—but actively desirous of him, and then again discomfited by her own arousal. At moments, 
this discomfort is manifested in a shift to a third-person perspective which introduces distance 
between her and her sexuality. Recalling a night at the opera with the Marquis, she becomes a 
“frail child” in a white dress with a ruby choker, “like an extraordinarily precious slit throat,” 
around “her” neck. Later in the same recollection, though, as she recalls the lust in his gaze, she 
returns to a first-person perspective, reporting, “I saw myself, suddenly, as he saw me” and 
“sensed in myself the potentiality for corruption that took my breath away” (11). Even on the 
train taking them to his castle, she is titillated by the feel of her new satin nightdress between her 
thighs. The train itself suggests their palpable sexual energy; it “shudder[s] and “throb[s]” (11 
and 12). Her desire for the wealth and power of the Marquis aligns her with him, and it is clear to 
the narrator that her husband’s attraction to her lies in her dual status as virgin (unlike his 
previous wives) and whore-to-be. She mirrors his feelings in her own ambivalent mix of desire 
and repugnance for him, serving as “the prototype of a female identity that is deeply and 
problematically split; itself predator and prey, erotic object and sexual aggressor” (Gamble 33). 
Carter refuses to apologize for her heroine’s curiosity and instead links it explicitly to her 
sexuality, a response to interpretations of “Bluebeard” that rely on reading the wife’s entering of 
the forbidden chamber symbolically, as an act of sexual infidelity.36  
 Carter explicitly draws on fairy-tale tradition to establish the beastliness of the Marquis 
whom she depicts as bordering on pedophilic. Having arrived at his castle, he brings his wife into 
a funereal room full of white lilies where he roughly disrobes her. The language here nods to the 
woman-as-food metaphor of “Sleeping Beauty”: 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
36 As Bettelheim explains, “They key that opens the door to a secret room suggests associations to the male sexual 
organ, particularly in first intercourse when the hymen is broken and blood gets on it … it makes sense that the 
blood cannot be washed away: defloration is an irreversible event” (300-301). 
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He stripped me, gourmand that he was, as if he were striping the leaves off an 
artichoke – but do not imagine much finesse about it; this artichoke was no 
particular treat for the diner nor was he yet in any greedy haste. He approached 
his familiar treat with a weary appetite … [leaving her] bare as a lamp chop. 
A mere “lamp chop,” part of his bride’s appeal is her youth; she is seventeen years old. Her age, 
far from being an obstacle to the Marquis’ desire, is central to it, for it plays into the dynamic on 
which their relationship is founded, granting him complete power over her. Just as she begins to 
respond to his advances, the Marquis abruptly leaves her, calling her “my little love” in yet 
another reminder of the discrepancy in their size, age, wealth, and power (15). He relishes 
inflicting the torture of anticipation. Alone, she wanders the castle and stumbles upon a not-so-
forbidden room, the library, which houses the Marquis’ pornography collection. Just as he will 
later ensure she enters the bloody chamber, he expected—and wanted—her to find this evidence 
of his violent and misogynist sexual predilections. In a strikingly metafictional moment, the wife 
discovers a sadomasochistic image entitled “Reproof of curiosity” that seems inspired by 
Perrault’s “Bluebeard” itself. The Marquis appears as she is looking at the image as if 
summoned, calling her his “little nun” and using baby talk before kissing her “without reticence” 
for the first time. Having so recently denied her, he leads her to bed in broad daylight. “All the 
better to see you,” her husband explains in a reference to “Little Red Riding Hood,” another tale 
connecting sex, beasts, and children. The consummation of their marriage is rendered as a 
multiplicity of stabbings, a “one-sided struggle” that leaves the wife “infinitely disheveled” and 
uncertain as to whether or not she has seen her husband without his mask (18). After the Marquis 
makes a point of mentioning the bloodied sheets, she realizes that “it must have been my 
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innocence that captivated him” (19). In her vulnerability—and his ability to dominate her—lies 
her sexual appeal. 
While Perrault’s version strongly implies that Bluebeard laid a deliberate trap for his 
wife, Carter’s makes this explicit and alternate interpretations insupportable. When abruptly 
announcing his departure, the Marquis takes obvious pleasure in teasing his bride, giving her the 
keys to the castle “as if he were giving a child a great, mysterious treat” (19): “He dangled the 
key [to the forbidden chamber] tantalizingly above my head, out of reach of my straining fingers; 
those bare red lips of his cracked sidelong in a smile,” further infantilizing her as he cultivates 
particular demand for the one key he insists she is not to use. By playfully withholding and then 
relinquishing that key, he arouses her curiosity and ensures that she will use it in his absence in 
her search for the true nature of her husband. His wife senses the Marquis’ secrecy and 
loneliness as barriers to their union and hopes that he is giving her “the key to his heart.” While it 
is indeed the key to a bloody chamber, it is also the key to his (and her) “enfer” (21). 
By renaming the tale, Carter shifts its focus from Bluebeard himself to the mysterious site 
of his carnal violence. This also effectively displaces the bloody key as the tale’s central motif, 
which in turn alters the thematic focus of the tale, making it “no longer primarily about the 
consequences of failing a test—will the heroine be able to control her curiosity?—but about a 
process of initiation which requires opening the forbidden chamber” (Bacchilega, Postmodern 
Fairy Tales 107). The key, then, is not a test, but a trap. When the narrator enters the chamber 
and finds her husband’s last wife in the Iron Maiden, she realizes not that she might become his 
next victim, but that she already is: “I, too,” she thinks, “was one of them” (29). And later: 
I knew I had behaved exactly according to his desires … I must pay the price of 
my new knowledge. The secret of Pandora’s box; but he had given me the box, 
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himself, knowing I must learn the secret. I had played a game in which every 
move was governed by a destiny as oppressive and omnipotent as himself, since 
that destiny was himself; and I had lost. Lost at that charade of innocence and vice 
in which he had engaged me. Lost, as the victim loses to the executioner. (34) 
Caught by the Marquis, she sees on his face “shame, but also … a terrible, guilty joy as he 
slowly ascertained how I had sinned” (36). He brands her forehead with the key, leaving behind 
a heart-shaped bloodstain that identifies her transgression as a sexual one (per Bettelheim’s 
interpretation). She has not failed a moral test, but fallen into a trap that played upon her 
potential for corruption, her desire; she is punished for the very sexual curiosity that the Marquis 
deliberately provoked in her. This is his game; to solicit and then to punish female desire in a 
sadistic display of his ordained patriarchal power, power that implicitly encourages the sexual 
domination of women who are expected to consent to—but never actively to desire—sexual 
contact. 
 While the wife of Perrault’s tale is racked with guilt even as she enters the forbidden 
room, the narrator of “The Bloody Chamber” instead resembles Lady Mary of “Mr. Fox,” acting 
with confidence and without remorse. Approaching the forbidden room, she recalls, “I felt no 
fear, no intimation of dread. Now I walked as firmly as I had done in my mother’s house” (27). 
Upon deciding to act, she feels for the first time as comfortable in her marital as in her childhood 
home; she has claimed agency in the only way available to her. Channeling her mother’s spirit, 
she presses on when confronted by her husband’s former wives in his torture chamber. In fact, 
the narrator knows the story of Bluebeard (as revealed near the end of her own story) and that the 
Marquis “would be the death of [her]” (33); she is well aware of her “artificially structured 
entrapment within the roles set out for [her] by fairy-tale traditions” (Tiffin 73). She knows that 
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she must enter the chamber, that doing so is both preordained and the only way she can 
overcome the sexual passivity assigned to her as a fairy-tale heroine. She seems aware, too, of 
these words from The Sadeian Woman: 
To be the object of desire is to be defined in the passive case. 
To exist in the passive case is to die in the passive case – that is, to be killed. 
This is the moral of the fairy tale about the perfect woman. (77) 
This woman’s sexuality is rather the source of her strength and so, refusing to be an object and a 
victim, she attempts to use it as her salvation. “If he had come to me in bed,” she thinks, “I 
would have strangled him, then” (35). The wife here takes control—of narrating the story, of her 
sexuality, and, with the assistance of her mother, of her fate; it is her mother, not brothers, who 
makes a timely arrival, summoned to her daughter’s side by “maternal telepathy.” This revision 
of the classic tale restores primary power to the matriarch rather than to representatives of the 
patriarchy (the brothers), suggesting the considerable power of women who cooperate rather than 
compete. “The Bloody Chamber” refuses to concede that the fear bred in women is their 
weakness; it is a mother’s fear for her daughter that leads her to rush to the castle. The narrator 
proudly recalls, “You never saw such a wild thing as my mother,” who puts a bullet into the 
Marquis’ head without hesitation (39). The narrator also draws on fear as a source of strength. 
When she prepares to confront her husband, she explains, “fear gave me strength. I flung back 
my head defiantly … My voice astonished me by its firmness, its clarity” (31). These women at 
once conform to and confound their role within the fairy tale, claiming sexual agency, drawing 
on fear as power, and placing the mother-daughter above the husband-wife relationship.   
  While this revision offers, in the blind piano tuner, an alternative to the husband-as-
oppressor represented by the Marquis, he proves no match for our heroine. Initially, the 
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relationship between the girl and Jean-Yves shows some promise, for it is founded on 
reciprocity: he keeps the piano in working order; she plays it; they both enjoy the music it 
produces. Their emotional connection is easy and immediate, in direct contrast to the troubled, 
combative relationship she has with the Marquis. Ultimately, though, their relationship does little 
more than to invert the dynamic she has with her husband. Though her youth and small stature 
were emphasized relative to those of the Marquis, the piano tuner is presented as even more 
fragile than she; he is “slight” and “stooping,” “scarcely more than a boy” (31, 32). While the 
girl is able to transmute her fear of her husband into brave defiance of him, Jean-Yves is 
controlled by the girl, of whom he is “far more terrified … than my mother’s daughter would 
have been of the Devil himself” (31). Courage becomes a feminine trait, linked to the narrator 
and her mother; Jean-Yves, on the other hand, might be of “comfort,” but is “not much use” (37). 
Indeed, the narrator saves herself, taking advantage of the Marquis’ “moment of indecision” to 
run from the chopping block to assist Jean-Yves in unbolting the door for her mother (39). Their 
relationship is an improvement over what she had with the Marquis, but it necessitates the 
forfeiture of the passion she found with him. 
 The ending of “The Bloody Chamber,” then, falls significantly short of “happily ever 
after”; the narrator uses lukewarm language to describe the “quiet life” in which she, with Jean-
Yves as her husband and her mother with them, “do well enough” (40). Turning the Castle of 
Murder into a school for the blind and starting a music school, the narrator’s destructive marriage 
is replaced by a constructive one. But her happiness is mitigated; “the quiet delights of domestic 
life are no match for the seductive fascination and theatrical verve of the Gothic imagination” 
(Tatar, Secrets Beyond the Door 119). The heart-shaped bloody mark left on her forehead 
“reflects her half-conscious complicity in her own near-destruction, the guilt that resides within 
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her apparent sexual innocence” (Harries 156); it is evidence of the desire awakened in her by the 
Marquis and left unfulfilled in her subsequent marriage to the loving but tame piano tuner. 
Ending the story by admitting her “shame,” she admits as much (41). Thus, though “The Bloody 
Chamber” does still end with a marriage, it suggests that a stronger—more passionate—bond is 
that between mother and daughter, unseating the male authority and inherent violence of 
traditional marriage, and replacing it with a relationship forged between three people. 
Catherine Breillat’s Barbe bleue is an explicit adaptation of Perrault’s tale. Catherine 
(Marilou Lopes-Benites),37 a character in the film’s frame narrative as well as the narrator of the 
fairy tale itself, reads from the pages of a worn copy of his Contes de Fées. The two stories are 
intertwined: the sisters in the 17th-century fairy tale are Marie-Catherine (Lola Créton) and Anne 
(Daphné Baiwir); in the 1950s frame, Catherine and Marie-Anne (Lola Giovannetti).38 Each 
sister has a striking similarity to her fairy-tale counterpart, with Catherine and Marie-Catherine 
the younger and more rebellious and Anne and Marie-Anne the elder and obedient sisters. Like 
“The Bloody Chamber,” the film emphasizes the differences—of age, size, wealth, and power—
between Bluebeard (Dominique Thomas) and his new bride, who is both drawn to and repelled 
by her new husband; she seems, like Carter’s protagonist, “innocent but not naïve.” In a 
departure from Carter’s tale, Barbe bleue invites a great deal of sympathy for its eponymous 
serial killer of women, introducing a second and unexpected villain in Catherine, who channels 
her fear not into self-redeeming strength, but into predation. The film thus suggests that the 
rivalry and violence of marriage can meet their match in the competitive relationship bred 
between women (sisters), ultimately doubling Perrault’s death toll. 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
37 An interview with Breillat suggests that their shared first name is not coincidental (“Bluebeard: Interview with 
Catherine Breillat”). 
38 Underscoring their connection, the same woman (Isabelle Lapouge) plays the mother to both sets of girls. 
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Much of the conversation between Catherine and Marie-Anne is commentary on 
Perrault’s story. They are both rather naïve and Catherine often deliberately nonsensical, but 
some of their comments are inadvertently illuminating; their naiveté exposes the exploitative and 
combative model of heterosexual marriage on which the tale is predicated. When Catherine reads 
that Bluebeard and Marie-Catherine are to be married, Marie-Anne protests that she is too young. 
Catherine’s retort is a historically inaccurate oversimplification that nevertheless gets at a truth 
about the premium placed on a woman’s youth. “No,” she responds, “she’s old. In those days, 
one got married at birth. Even at five, one could get married.” The girls thus address our likely 
discomfort with the age difference between Bluebeard and his bride while reminding us that such 
a marriage was not without precedent. Later, they discuss marriage after Catherine fairly points 
out that Bluebeard is “bad at” it and accuses him of cooking and eating children (à la the 
wife/mother in “Sleeping Beauty”). She may be mixing up her fairy tales, but in so doing, she 
draws attention both to Marie-Catherine’s relative youth (again) and to the bodily harm she risks 
by entering this marriage. Marie-Anne explains that marriage “is when two people love each 
other and kiss in front of everybody and wear a golden ring. It’s so beautiful”; for her, marriage 
is a public performance. Catherine agrees that marriage is about two people in love but adds 
“One day, they want to become homosexuals” and persists even when Marie-Anne explains what 
“homosexual means.” “No,” Catherine responds, “homosexual is when they’re in love.” In part, 
this conversation demonstrates the pleasure that Catherine finds in tormenting her sister. But, in 
the simplicity of her childish logic, she disidentifies with the mandated and inherently adversarial 
heteronormativity of the fairy tale. The sisters’ commentary is a welcome substitute for the 
prescriptive moralitié of Perrault’s tale.    
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Barbe bleue takes particular care to draw attention to the differences between Marie-
Catherine and Bluebeard. Bluebeard, a man in late middle age, has a beard that is graying (it is 
blue only in the privacy of his own home); Marie-Catherine is a school-aged girl, perhaps in her 
early teens. This discrepancy is striking and sometimes disturbing; when Marie-Catherine first 
enters Bluebeard’s castle as his wife, she runs excitedly up the winding staircase, giggling like a 
young child. Bluebeard trails wearily behind her, a tired old man. He is, in more than one sense, 
a replacement for her recently deceased father; Marie-Catherine’s marriage provides financial 
assistance for her mother and paternal care for herself as she is passed directly from one patriarch 
to another. This is further reinforced by the cinematography which persistently dwarfs Marie-
Catherine. In this shot, for example, Bluebeard and his bride-to-be are twinned in posture and 
action and sport similar puff sleeves—but his are easily four or five times the size of hers. He 
dominates the shot, filling more than half the screen in tight framing, emphasizing her petite 
build; even the meals they eat are of different magnitudes (Figure 20). Later, Marie-Catherine 
remarks, “My husband is too big for me. He’ll always be too big for me.” She is teasing him, but 
the obvious truth of the statement is chilling. Perhaps most troubling, her willingness to marry 
Bluebeard (with full knowledge of the murders of which he stands accused) seems motivated 
largely by a childish desire to make her sister jealous; the competition implicitly encouraged 
between them drives Marie-Catherine to eclipse Anne in any way that she can. Finally, 
Bluebeard’s exorbitant wealth, as indicated not-so-subtly by the jeweled rings he wears on each 
finger, is contrasted with Marie-Catherine’s poverty which is rendered all the more palpable by 
the simple black mourning dress she wears to his fête. He is the power-wielding patriarch, and 
she more like his daughter than his wife.  
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Even so, this revision depicts a not-insignificant connection between the two characters. 
They are both outsiders; their first conversation takes place when each shirks the festivities in 
favor of solitude. The imbalance of power that seems inevitable between them proves less stable 
than one might expect. In the scene in which they meet, Marie-Catherine is given visual power, 
shot in close-up from a low angle, looming over Bluebeard who is seated on the ground in a long 
shot. And while the medium shot of Figure 20 emphasizes difference, the long shot that follows 
it in the same scene (Figure 21) undercuts this. The arrangement of guests here is a clear 
reference to The Last Supper; Catherine Wheatley, in “The New Eve,” expresses her surprise that 
Bluebeard is given Christ’s seat (77). In fact, though, no one occupies the center position or, 
viewed another way, it is shared between Bluebeard and his bride-to-be.39 Though at moments 
pedophilia is suggested,40 Bluebeard agrees not to share a bed with his bride until she comes of 
age and even allows her to reside in a separate room of her choosing, which she delights in 
declaring he is not allowed to enter. This is one of many reversals in the film—she has a 
forbidden chamber in the castle and, significantly, he respects this boundary, joking “Don’t 
worry, I can’t get through the door.” He shows a clear investment in her education, teaching her 
the Latin names of the mushrooms they pick together and about solar eclipses, and encouraging 
her to read in his absence. Significantly, his beard is blue only after he and Marie-Catherine are 
married, and only in the privacy of their home, suggesting that while it may be a mark of his 
difference or even of the threat he poses, it is also an expression of self that he only feels 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
39 This image may also allude to the Grimms’ tale “Mary’s Child,” in which a child raised by the Virgin marry finds 
each of the Apostles behind twelve consecutive doors and—violating Mary’s command not to open the last door—
the Trinity behind the thirteenth. 
40 Early in the film, for example, Bluebeard is deemed responsible for the “disappearance” of a number of young 
girls. 
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comfortable revealing in her presence. Surprisingly, then, in Barbe bleue the two seem in many 
respects well matched, partners as well as adversaries. 
 Marie-Catherine is called a “bad seed” by the Mother Superior in the film’s opening and 
throughout shows a penchant for the dark and disturbing: she listens eagerly to the legend of 
Bluebeard’s murders (“It interests me,” she says smiling); giggling, threatens to murder the 
Mother Superior (“I’ll hang her by her hair, watch her die, and tell her to shut up!”); sneaks in to 
visit the body of her deceased father; and watches the beheading and death throes of a duck with 
obvious fascination. It is clear, too, that despite her young age she is romantically and perhaps 
even sexually drawn to Bluebeard: she strokes his hair while he naps, spies on him as he 
undresses, and declares that she prefers his blue beard to its more natural coloring when he is in 
public. In these ways, the similarities between Marie-Catherine and her murderous husband are 
emphasized even as their differences, written into their fairy-tale hypotext, are inevitable. This is 
the same tension manifest in “The Bloody Chamber,” and a substantial revision of Perrault’s tale. 
In Barbe bleue, Bluebeard goes on not one but two mysterious business trips. Before 
leaving the first time, he gives Marie-Catherine the castle’s keys and encourages her to explore it 
unfettered—there is no mention of a forbidden chamber, no trap set. Returning from this trip, he 
finds his wife at the top of one of the castle’s towers in conversation with a young man who has 
his arm draped over her shoulders. Though Bluebeard is furious, his rage is manifested subtly, in 
his adoption of the formal “Madame” when speaking to Marie-Catherine. He has never before 
used this distancing form of address with her, and it signals the mistrust this discovery has 
provoked in him. This transgression, however minor, looms large for Bluebeard, for it suggests 
her agency outside of their relationship; he calls Marie-Catherine “Madame” exclusively for the 
rest of the film. Before leaving a second time, he again gives her the keys, but this time he 
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identifies the key to the forbidden chamber and seals her fate. His is obviously a gross 
overreaction, made in response to perceived violation of trust and threat to his marital power. 
Bluebeard is here not (just) a ruthless serial killer, but a husband who has been hurt by what he 
perceives as the wandering affections of his new bride. 
While Perrault is quick to condemn Bluebeard’s wife for her curiosity, Breillat paints a 
murkier moral picture. Marie-Catherine is certainly curious, but her age (and the fact of her 
being a younger sister), poverty, and inexperience are the sources of that curiosity, which is not 
itself a defect, but a product of the patriarchal system that is designed to keep her ignorant. 
However, Bluebeard rightly identifies two potential flaws in Marie-Catherine: her pride—“You 
have the innocence of a dove and the pride of an eagle,” he says, “But don’t let pride become 
vanity. Or you’ll be lost.”—and her dishonesty—promising her that “If you tell the truth, you’ll 
never anger me.” Indeed, her pride was partially to blame for her hasty entrance into this ill-
advised marriage, eager as she was to hold something over her sister and to share in Bluebeard’s 
vast riches. Her dishonesty is a bit more difficult to parse; she does lie to Bluebeard, of course, 
but does she have a choice? 
In Barbe bleue, Bluebeard and Marie-Catherine are complex and sympathetic characters, 
but they are trapped by the inflexible story that has been written for them, a suggestion of the 
firm hold that fairy tales have on our imaginations, and their danger. This is one function the 
frame tale serves; as Catherine reads, the action inevitably proceeds, sometimes seemingly in 
spite of the desires of the players themselves. Bluebeard is particularly aware of his 
predetermined fate. Early in the film, with an air of resignation, he explains to Marie-Catherine 
that because everyone sees him as a monster, he becomes one. When his blue beard is first 
revealed, he asks if it will scare her too, suggesting that not only his former wives but that we, 
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the fairy-tale audience, have also been trained to fear this sign of his Otherness. Startling Marie-
Catherine when he returns from his second excursion, Bluebeard remarks, “I’m surprised myself 
that I’m back so soon.” This comment suggests that he was called back home by her entry into 
the forbidden chamber—recall, in Perrault’s version, Bluebeard’s wife is so eager to enter it that 
she nearly breaks her neck in her haste—and that he isn’t in command of his own actions, but 
merely following the scripts—fairy-tale and patriarchal—written for him. When Marie-Catherine 
tries to find a way around returning the bloody key, he reminds her “We’re both bound by that 
rule.” Because we see him as a monster, he will become one. 
 In the film’s most significant departure from Perrault’s tale, the frame narrative intrudes 
on the fairy tale itself; it is Catherine, not Marie-Catherine, who enters the forbidden chamber. 
She walks carefully through the pool of blood barefoot studying the corpses suspended above it 
and muttering “I’m not afraid, I’m not afraid” under her breath as the blood climbs up her white 
nightgown. Back in the frame narrative, she reads, “After awhile, she saw that the floor was 
covered in clotted blood…” Though she already knows the story, it does not shield her from the 
fairy-tale protagonist’s mix of fear and desire. Imaginatively casting herself into the story at this, 
its most disturbing point, demonstrates her own “potential for corruption” (to borrow Carter’s 
phrase); well acquainted with the fairy tale, she chooses to participate in it at its darkest moment, 
afraid of but also intrigued by the gore, and, of course, pleased by the fear she incites in her older 
sister. 
This dramatically altered scene complicates our moral judgment of the fairy tale’s 
protagonist. We never see Marie-Catherine disobey her husband by entering the forbidden 
chamber, though the story proceeds without any acknowledgement of this substitution; in the 
following scene, it is Marie-Catherine, not Catherine, who attempts to remove the blood from the 
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key. Ultimately, then, she is held responsible for the transgression and, further, she does violate 
Bluebeard’s trust by lying to him, which he has guaranteed would provoke his anger. When he 
states “Madame, you did what was forbidden,” she quickly replies, “No, I swear, I didn’t go in.” 
It is only if we take the substitution of Catherine for Marie-Catherine in the chamber literally that 
this can be true, and even if it were, she later changes her story, confirming her husband’s 
version of events. The contradiction means that she is lying either way, but the manipulation of 
the narrative at the pivotal moment also means that viewers cannot be entirely sure what 
transpired and thus cannot easily condemn or forgive Marie-Catherine for the “sin” of curiosity. 
Of course, of course, even if she did knowingly go against her husband’s wishes, it is hard to 
square that sin (which Bluebeard deliberately incited) with the murder he threatens in response.  
Just as Bluebeard prepares to execute his wife, the film cuts back to Catherine and Marie-
Anne. Marie-Anne is frightened and doesn’t want to hear the rest of the story, but Catherine is 
evidently enjoying the power she wields as teller and the discomfort of her older sister. She reads 
on, inching ever closer to Marie-Anne, who moves steadily backward until she falls through the 
attic’s open (trap)door to her death. With her back to the opening, she was unable to see it; 
Catherine, however, was able to, and so is responsible for her sister’s fall. In Perrault’s tale, the 
protagonist’s sister, Anne, serves as lookout in the moments leading up to the execution and aids 
in her sister’s last-minute salvation; in this parallel story, Catherine is instead responsible for her 
sister’s death. The rare moment of cooperation between women in the classic tale is here even 
more competition. We adopt Catherine’s perspective as she looks down at her sister (Figure 22); 
the canted framing and Marie-Anne’s doll-like appearance emphasizing the horror of her 
untimely death. It is immediately followed by a return to the fairy tale where a musketeer puts a 
sword to Bluebeard’s neck; Marie-Catherine is spared as Marie-Anne is sacrificed, another 
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means by which the film underscores the control that Catherine exercises as storyteller. Though 
she knows how the story is supposed to end, she diverges from it drastically—homicidally—
acting out a version of the story in which the “bad guy” wins before reading Perrault’s words 
faithfully. She stares at her sister with an expression that is almost a smile; she has eliminated her 
competition. It is only when her mother enters that she begins to cry, and rather unconvincingly. 
The extent of her manipulation—perhaps even her psychopathy—is evident when her mother 
asks “Has she [Marie-Anne] been mean to you again?” indicating that Catherine has fooled those 
around her into seeing her as the victim. We know better. She doesn’t take her eyes off her 
sister’s body as her mother—who we never see look down to realize what has transpired—
comforts her. Though she has much in common with Marie-Catherine, in this moment she seems 
more like the fairy-tale villain. She is inspired not by the heroine’s fortitude, but by her 
husband’s violence, and she succeeds where he fails, as we are reminded when the film cuts to 
its closing shot. 
In it, Marie-Catherine stands, in her wedding gown and cape, with her hand on the head 
of Bluebeard atop a platter, an allusion to the seductress Salome, who requested and received the 
head of John the Baptist on a platter (Figure 23). She strokes his temple almost imperceptibly, 
casting her eyes down to look at him. Her look recalls that as she watched the slaughter of a duck 
for the fête, she seems entirely at peace and drawn to Bluebeard even (or especially?) in death. 
Finally, Barbe bleue, like “The Bloody Chamber,” refuses the over-simple morality espoused in 
Perrault’s fairy tale, imagining a Bluebeard deserving of our sympathy and a wife not only aware 
of, but actually drawn to, his infamous and violent habit. If marriage is adversarial, it does not 
neatly divide the roles of predator and prey between husband and wife. 
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The clearest villain in this film is not the fairy-tale serial killer, but a young girl who 
delights in frightening her sister even to death. By making Catherine her own sister’s murderer, 
the film stages the dangerous extreme of the female competition bred in a patriarchal system that 
channels passion into violence. Neither the fairy-tale nor the real world offers a happy ending; 
instead both leave these two women to ponder the deaths for which they are responsible and 
viewers to question the extent to which we are culpable for our implicit endorsement of the 
power imbalances fairy tales promote. 
Helen Oyeyemi’s Mr. Fox takes its primary cue from Jacobs’ tale, as its name suggests. 
But, in fact, both its form and content are hybrid: it draws on a number of “Bluebeard”esque 
tales (“The Fitcher’s Bird,” “Reynardine,” “Dr. Lustucru,” “The White Cat”) and alternates 
between novel chapters set in the 1930s and short stories that span centuries and continents. The 
playful disidentification of this revision is suggested in its dedication, which reads, “For my Mr. 
Fox / (whoever you are).” In declaring her interest in a villain, not a prince, Oyeyemi, like 
Breillat, suggests that there may be something redeemable in this most beastly of fairy-tale 
husbands. Her novel serves as a response to the villainous male impulse to control women—in 
reality as well as in fiction. Mr. Fox, by drawing on so many old stories as well as imagining new 
ones, demonstrates the vital role that words (and particularly fairy tales) play in the subjugation 
of women. It repudiates the misogyny—but also the “male emotional imprisonment” (Jordan, 
“Review”)—undergirding “Bluebeard” and its cousins that puts women in competition with one 
another for male attention, and begins to imagine new stories. 
 The novel’s protagonist is a novelist named St. John Fox, and we come to know him in 
his conjoined roles of husband and author. In both, he is controlling. He chose his wife, Daphne, 
not out of any particular affection for her, but because she was easily manipulated. She never 
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complains, he explains, because he “fixed her early. I told her in heartfelt tones that one of the 
reasons I love her is because she never complains. So now of course she doesn’t dare complain” 
(2). And though St. John clearly thinks he has fooled her, she is onto him, realizing, “he picked 
me out as someone he could manage” (228). As an author, St. John can take this control to the 
extreme; he has made his name as a literary “serial killer” (5), writing novels in which he 
ruthlessly kills off his heroines. When Mr. Fox begins, St. John’s imaginary muse, Mary Foxe, 
appears to scold him for the violence he inflicts on women in his work and to insist that he 
change his ways. He tries to brush her off, reminding her that fiction is “not real” and calling it 
“just a lot of games” (5). Over the course of the novel, though, it becomes increasingly clear that 
fiction has real effects. Indeed, Mary herself is the first evidence of this—she is a figment of St. 
John’s imagination, but gains vitality and even materiality as the novel progresses until others 
can see and hear her, too, and St. John’s infatuation with her is detrimental to his relationship 
with his wife, who is forced into an absurd competition with an imagined mistress. The 
interstitial stories of Mr. Fox are a kind of story-sparring between Mary and St. John as they first 
grapple and later come together to forge a new kind of fiction. 
 St. John, we know from his fairy-tale surname, is our villain. His chief crime is 
misogyny; he stares at women in public and becomes angry when they dare to look back, and he 
patronizes and largely ignores Daphne, using his work as a means of maintaining distance 
between them. His forbidden chamber is his study; this prevents Daphne, like the Marquis’ 
young wife in Carter’s story, from knowing the man behind the mask. Late in the novel, he 
effectively confesses to having no real feelings for his wife (or anyone else, for that matter): 
Love. I’m not capable of it, can’t even approach it from the side, let alone head-on 
… But I can say it ten times a day, a hundred times, “I love you,” to anyone and 
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anything, to a woman, to a pair of pruning shears. I’ve said it without meaning it 
at all, taken love’s name in vain and gone dismally unpunished. Love will never 
be real, or if it is, it has no power. No power. There’s only covetousness, and if 
we covet what can’t be won with gentle words—and often it can’t—then there is 
force. (276) 
Though he has never expressed love for his wife, this diatribe follows multiple declarations of 
his love for Mary. Because she is his imaginative creation, such declarations amount to nothing 
more than self-flattery, her very existence, because it is entirely under his control, a 
demonstration of his preference for “force” in the form of imaginative control. Yet even she 
accuses him of loving only her body, and the abuse of it: “‘This is all you love,’ she said, pulling 
her own hair, slapping her own face” (4). His relationship to women is defined by violence 
which proliferates in his imaginative bloody chamber, the collection of stories he writes in which 
men use violence (“force”), not emotional connection, to get what they want from (and most 
often to dispose of) women. His lived relationship (to Daphne) is largely ambivalent, but his 
imaginative relationships to women are lethally adversarial. 
 This is evident from the first short story included in Mr. Fox, DR. LUSTUCRU. It is 
based on the legendary seventeenth-century doctor known for beheading women who were 
deemed insufficiently docile by their husbands (Warner, From the Beast to the Blonde 43-44), 
and as such, is precisely the type of story that appeals to St. John. In it, the doctor beheads his 
own wife, though she has done nothing wrong; in St. John’s hands, the legend’s violence is 
increased and lacks even manufactured justification, but is a gratuitous display of male power. 
Finding himself lonely after the fact—maybe his wife had something to contribute, after all—Dr. 
Lustucru tries to reattach her head only to find that she has now become loquacious, his violence 
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apparently inspiring rather than stopping her speech. She is now fixated on the possibility of a 
coming war, inquiring about it in an endless loop.41 Dr. Lustucru addresses this new problem 
with force—he locks her in the nursery and abandons her, though he “understood that he’d been 
bad to the woman” (8). Despite this “understanding,” the story is unapologetic; Dr. Lustucru acts 
in full knowledge of the vileness of leaving his wife to suffer in perpetuity, yet escapes 
unscathed. In St. John’s imagination, there are no consequences for male violence against 
women. 
The interweaving of fiction and reality in Mr. Fox is disorienting; it is not always clear 
who is responsible for each of the stories that appear between the chapters in which the “real” 
plot unfolds, or where even to draw the line between real and imaginary. St. John and Mary write 
themselves and their friends into their stories, and in the “real” world Mary seems at once a 
figment of St. John’s imagination and a living, breathing woman. This blurring confounds the 
distinction between real and imagined; whether it manifests in his writing or is acted upon in real 
life, St. John’s misogyny has real consequences. In fact, not even he can reliably distinguish 
between his life and his fiction. In one instance, he tells Mary of a “false memory” in which he 
was her abusive husband and slit her throat. When she asks what made him do it, he hazards a 
few guesses: 
I was in a killing mood, I was afraid of time, I was fooled by some inexplicable 
assurance that I was merely dreaming out my revenge, making myself safe for the 
daylight hours. Love fit in somewhere, I wasn’t sure how—disbelief that it had 
gone away, trying to force its return, trying to create an emergency that would 
scare love out of hiding. 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
41 St. John, we later learn, fought during the Great War, and this character’s concern of another war to come may be 
his own, his fear displaced onto a woman in fiction (and so disavowed). 
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“You did it because of love? Because you loved me too much?” she asked 
jovially. (116-117) 
The stock excuses he lists are absurd, and love is manipulatively cited as justification for 
violence in a way that not even St. John can pretend to understand (“I wasn’t sure how”). Of 
course, there is no justification for this unprovoked attack which, real or imagined, betrays his 
deeply ingrained, now-automatic misogyny that inspires violence without provocation even 
against the woman he claims to love. It is only when Mary hands him a notebook with this 
narrative recorded in his own handwriting that he realizes that it is actually one of his stories, not 
a “false memory” as he supposed; that he can mistake one for the other suggests the extent of his 
saturation in misogyny as well as the negligible distinction between imagination and reality. 
Relieved, he thinks, “Thank God it wasn’t me. Thank God I wasn’t capable of doing such a 
thing” (117). But, of course, he is—and he did, not literally, but imaginatively, and Mr. Fox 
demonstrates that imaginative violence is not innocent. 
St. John remains willfully ignorant of the effect that his fiction has on readers for much of 
the novel. When he describes a particular work-in-progress about an accountant who mows down 
women with his car for sport, Mary is horrified and tries to explain to him the ramifications of 
such stories: 
What you’re doing is building a horrible kind of logic. People read what you write 
and they say, “Yes, he is talking about things that really happen,” and they keep 
reading, and it makes sense to them. You’re explaining things that can’t be 
defended, and the explanations themselves are mad, just bizarre—but you offer 
them with such confidence. It was because she kept the chain on the door; it was 
because he needed to let off steam after a hard day’s scraping and bowing at 
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work; it was because she was irritating and stupid; it was because she lied to him, 
made a fool of him; it was because she had to die, she just had to, it makes 
dramatic sense; it was because “nothing is more poetic than the death of a 
beautiful woman”; it was because of this, it was because of that. It’s obscene to 
make such things reasonable. 
Mary assigns to the storyteller grave moral responsibility, but St. John shrugs her off, replying 
with another excuse: “These are our circumstances. I’m just trying to make sense of them” (141). 
He is not, though; rather, he is trying to make excuses for them, which will serve only to 
perpetuate the “horrible logic” that excuses so much violence. On some level, Mary and St. 
John’s conversation is about the role of fairy tales: should they shape (Mary) or merely reflect 
(St. John) the society in which they are composed? The brazen illogic of St. John’s work 
implicitly condones the violence therein as an inevitable—indeed, a defensible—fact of the real 
world. 
 Unaware of the callous attitude her husband takes toward his imaginative murders, 
Daphne sympathetically `thinks, “[i]t can’t be easy killing people off the way he does, especially 
since each death has got to be meaningful” (281). From readers’ perspective, though, she is 
giving him too much credit. Abuse against women, often sexual in nature, pervades the stories 
told between the chapters of Mr. Fox. In BE BOLD, BE BOLD, / BUT NOT TOO BOLD, a 
fictional account of the epistolary origins of Mary and St. John’s relationship, Mary is violated 
by her employer one night in his kitchen. He squeezes her breast while smoking a cigar, 
“distracted, as if he was doodling on a pad whilst mulling over another thing,” and leaves her 
with “Places to go, people to see, Mary,” a finger over his lips, and a wink (43-44), this act of 
assault so casual as to appear almost friendly. In another, WHAT HAPPENS NEXT, Mary’s 
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father is in prison for her mother’s murder and sends Mary newspaper clippings of stories about 
women being beaten or killed, “[a]s if to say, Your mother wasn’t the first and won’t be the last” 
(169). In the same story, St. John is cast as a widower who is likely responsible for his wife’s 
death; Mary finds in his home many drafts of her suspect suicide note. Not even the 
consummation of Mary and St. John’s relationship is peaceful: Mary reports that “it hurt when he 
moved inside me,” but stays quiet, trained to submit to male desire. She assumes that he would 
“stop once he feels that it’s hurting [her] … But he didn’t; he stopped when he was finished” 
(188-189). Even in St. John’s imaginative wish fulfillment, the story in which he murders his 
wife to be with his mistress, the consummation of their relationship causes Mary pain. Sex and 
violence are so entangled in his mind that violence itself has become eroticized. Such 
demonstrations of men’s control over women are ubiquitous and casual in Mr. Fox, in and out of 
its fairy-tale revisions, suggesting the troubling relationship the fairy-tale world models is acted 
out in the real world. 
 The novel is somewhat ambivalent regarding the “truth” of fairy tales. At times, Mr. Fox 
demonstrates their outlandish fiction, imagining how they might play out in reality. In 
FITCHER’S BIRD, Mary is a florist’s assistant with a passion for fairy tales, which she naively 
believes reveal “the truth about everything” (74). She adopts their language in the personal 
advertisement she places: “Fairy-tale princess seeks fairy-tale prince. Sarcastic and/or ironic 
replies will be ignored; I am in earnest, and you had better be, too” and thinks she finds her 
prince when she receives a single foxglove with a note that says Fitcher (76). Together, they try 
to bring a fairy tale to life. Thinking of “The White Cat,” in which an enchanted princess is 
restored to human form after her lover cuts off her head, Miss Foxe orders Fitcher to cut off her 
own; “he unsheathed the sword and cleaved Miss Foxe’s head from her neck. He knew what was 
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supposed to happen. He knew that this awkward, whispering creature before him should now 
transform into a princess—dazzlingly beautiful, free, and made wise by her hardship.” But, of 
course, “That is not what happened” (79). Fairy tales stage magical and redemptive 
transformations, but, in so doing, not only justify but actually glorify violence against women. In 
reality, violence wounds; it does not liberate. This story bears St. John’s mark; not only does it 
end with the execution of its heroine, but it cynically attacks the idea that stories bear truth, that 
words might triumph over (violent) actions. 
 When “The Fitcher’s Bird” intrudes into the real world of the novel, though, it empowers 
Daphne to understand and address the state of her marriage. When her friend John Pizarsky 
explains how the Fitcher used his basket to trap women who felt pity for his apparent plight, 
Daphne responds, “Yes…I felt so sorry for him at first…All I wanted to do was make him 
happy” (267-268), thinking of St. John as she maps the fairy tale onto her own life. When she 
hears that the tale’s heroine, upon entering the forbidden chamber, was “scared right out of her 
mind. She had to be—to rescue herself” (268), Daphne says, “She went insane because of him … 
I think that’s happening to me” (269). Recognizing this, she applies an important lesson of the 
fairy tale: fear can be converted into strength; she can turn her anxiety about her marriage into 
the strength to save it.  
Meanwhile, misunderstanding the nature of the conversation between Daphne and 
Pizarsky, St. John feels jealousy and, for the first time since her return at the start of the novel, 
rejects Mary in favor of his wife. In so doing, while he persists in staging a competition between 
his wife and his mistress, he at least chooses the real over the imagined woman. In fact, he 
silences Mary: “‘Drop it,’ I said to her. ‘Just be quiet. In fact—you can’t speak. You’ve just lost 
your voice, Mary. You’re real hoarse today.’ And I closed her voice up in my hand … She’d 
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been forgetting who was boss (271). St. John has yet to mend his violent and chauvinistic ways, 
but he at last makes room for a real connection with his wife. 
 Following this scene, Daphne tells St. John that she loves him. She explains, “I’ve never, 
ever, said that to him before… I don’t believe it’s the sort of thing a woman can tell a man more 
than, say, three times in their life together. It’s really only appropriate in the event of a life-
threatening emergency” (302), a comically hyperbolic suggestion of the power of words that 
links Daphne to St. John (who we know is skeptical about expressions of love). Thus far, Mr. 
Fox has staged the capability of words to inflict imaginative violence, but Daphne recognizes 
that they can also be singularly unifying. A page later, Daphne and St. John are like newlyweds, 
the combativeness of the male-female relationship now completely dissolved: “He kissed me like 
ice cream, like a jazz waltz, the rough, gentle way the sea washed sand off my skin on the hottest 
day of the year. And the whole time there was that little laugh between us, sweet and silly” 
(303). Three little words close the growing distance between them, offering them the possibility 
of a new start and a mutual, loving relationship. St. John’s dismissal of Mary suggests that he 
remains in dire need of reform, but we have good reason to believe Daphne capable of inspiring 
it. Before Mary disappears, she forges a friendship with Daphne, transcending the competition 
St. John has designed for them and in fact helping to strengthen the bond between husband and 
wife. 
While St. John defensively calls stories mere “games” in the opening pages of the novel, 
he has always been aware of their considerable power. Near the novel’s end, he offers what may 
be the origin of his complicated relationship to stories and the enormous effects they can have: 
I must have been twenty-five years old when I realised Christ never came back 
from the dead. Some people would say it wasn’t a big deal, it was just that I’d 
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wised up. But I’m talking about something I’d always believed until then. I damn 
near knocked myself flat with these new thoughts … hundreds died because they 
believed Christ couldn’t be killed, and thousands more suffered, I mean, the 
martyrs, think of all the martyrs, and— (275) 
No mere games, he admits, stories can alter and even cost lives. And so while he would like 
divest himself of all responsibility for the consequences of his stories, he knows that he cannot. 
Daphne observes that St. John writes “beautifully but without hope” (300). Mary challenges him 
just once to write “something where people come together instead of falling apart” (207). 
Though the novel offers no clear resolution, we can hope that, chastised by Mary and supported 
by Daphne, St. John will find his way out of his imaginative killing spree, now aware of the real 
effects of mere words.  
 The final story of Mr. Fox is actually a trio of vignettes, SOME FOXES. The first is a 
tragic tale of a fox who inadvertently kills a young girl by leaving her a gift of poisonous berries. 
In the second, a fox devoted to a woman steals her dictionary and learns her language. It nods to 
“Little Red Riding Hood”—“But what teeth he had”—and echoes the bestial romance of Carter’s 
“The Company of Wolves,”—“The pleasure of biting. Or letting him. And afterwards the feel of 
a long, wet tongue light against the hot wound” (323-324), tapping those tales’ suggestion that 
there is a beast within us all. The unlikely pair grows old together. But just as it appears that Mr. 
Fox will end on a happy note, we reach the third and final vignette, a mere two sentences: “I 
almost forgot to mention another fox I know of—a very wicked fox indeed. But you are tired of 
hearing about foxes now, so I won’t go on” (324). Before disappearing, Mary encourages 
Daphne to become an author herself, to claim her own share of the control afforded by 
authorship. And, as I have discussed, the novel suggests that St. John may be on the brink of 
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mending his murderous ways. Given this, in a final ambiguity, either one of them may have 
penned this closing which presents stories as an inexhaustible resource, a means of harnessing 
the power of words to grapple with the complexity of relationships. By its end, Mr. Fox has left 
behind its fairy-tale hypotexts almost entirely; it is a new story all its own. 
 Tatar finds in “Bluebeard” an odd combination, a story incredibly lasting and influential, 
but generally unknown; she notes the frequent confusion of its villain for the better-known 
pirate, “Blackbeard” (Secrets Beyond the Door 12). One would be hard pressed to find a fairy 
tale more violent in its patriarchy than “Bluebeard,” which reveals the power of husbands to be 
potentially life-ending for wives and yet faults its young bride for falling for the trap set for her. 
Taking seriously Barbe bleue and Mr. Fox’s claim that even imaginative violence has real 
consequences, it becomes clear that the disidentificatory work of these “Bluebeard” revisions is 
incredibly important, liberating the female curiosity (desire) patriarchy incites and then punishes, 
offering cooperation between women as an alternative to the competition men instigate, and 
celebrating women’s ability to turn fear into strength. If the heteronormative model of marriage 
is built upon fundamental inequity, these revisions begin to imagine viable alternatives. 
Figures 
Figure 20. Marie-Catherine and Bluebeard 
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Figure 21. The Last Supper 
 
Figure 22. Marie-Anne 
 
Figure 23. Marie-Catherine and Bluebeard’s Head on a Platter 
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CONCLUSION: QUEER FAIRY TALES 
When I initially conceived of this project, it was to reside squarely in queer studies. The 
intersection of feminism and fairy tales—taking the form of both scholarly readings of the tales 
and creative revisions of them—is well trodden; as Donald Haase writes, “[a]wareness of the 
fairy tale as a primary site for asserting and subverting ideologies of gender is evident throughout 
the genre’s history” (Fairy Tales and Feminism vii). The recent (2012) publication of Kay 
Turner and Pauline Greenhill’s collection Transgressive Tales: Queering the Grimms explores a 
new(er) intersection, that of queer studies and fairy tales. It proclaims to uncover 
“unconventional relational and sexual possibilities and problems that remain undertheorized in 
the scholarly literature” (ix), but is necessarily limited in its scope (as its title suggests), and so 
serves as a kind of rallying cry for others to pick up the critical mantle and explore the queer 
possibilities of fairy tales beyond those it surveys.  
The turn from feminist to queer readings of fairy tales seemed to me timely as well as 
natural given their shared investment in subverting patriarchal ideology, which circumscribes not 
just gender but also sexual identity and expression, for “without the existence of sexism,” as 
Suzanne Pharr writes, “there would be no homophobia” (26). The harm done by patriarchy is by 
no means limited to women (hooks, Feminism is for Everybody); where there are traces of or 
responses to misogyny in fairy-tale hypo- and hypertexts, they have implications for queer 
subjects, too. And so I set out to investigate the way in which fairy-tale revisions queer their 
hypotexts, disrupting their reliance on and promotion of deceptively simple categories like sex 
and gender while working on and against traditional fairy-tale form itself. Aware of potential 
objections to my using queer in this way, I reasoned that the term has been embraced in part for 
its flexibility; it is not reliant on reductive and hierarchal binary oppositions (homo- vs. 
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heterosexual) but instead suggests multiplicity or, as Muñoz describes it, being “singular plural”: 
singular in difference, but aligned with other singularities (Cruising Utopia 12). “[Q]ueerness,” 
Lee Edelman writes, “can never define an identity; it can only ever disturb one” (17). Thus, 
queer is defined by its negative relationship to the normative, by what it is not; thus, what it is is 
open, creative and exciting—as are radical fairy-tale revisions. Given my particular focus on 
these revisions’ re-working of classic fairy tales’ sexual content and themes, and particularly on 
their treatment of non-heteronormative identity and desire, I deemed mine an appropriate and 
productive use of the term. That fairy has been used to derogatorily denote a homosexual male 
was, for the purposes of this project, a happy coincidence. If queer can be successfully 
reclaimed, fairy (and fairy tales) can, too.  
 Further, I was confident that I had conceived of something exciting in the idea of 
bringing Muñoz’s pivotal concept of disidentification to fairy-tale studies. As I established in the 
introduction to this dissertation, there is no shortage of jargon when it comes to fairy-tale 
revisions, but with so much available lingo comes little consensus. I found in disidentification 
(and in Disidentifications) a model for the subversive engagement with classic fairy tales 
demonstrated in revisions from Barthelme to Broumas to Berger, which, to borrow Muñoz’s 
words, resist “an unproductive turn toward good dog/bad dog criticism” and rather lead “to an 
identification that is both mediated and immediate, a disidentification that enables politics” (9). 
These tales certainly do not “duplicate” (to use Zipes’ term) classic fairy tales, for that would 
require their unqualified acceptance of those tales’ anachronistic and frequently problematic 
treatment of sexuality and gender. Nor do they fully resist them, departing so radically from the 
classic tales as to be unrecognizable as adaptations, forming a separate and competing strand of 
stories. Rather, these revisions operate between these two modes, enabling them creatively to 
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modify rather than to abandon fairy-tale tradition, working in the present to alter the past “as 
much as the present is directed by the past” (Eliot 39). It seemed to me no accident that Muñoz in 
Disidentifications updates and extends these words from “Tradition and the Individual Talent,” 
calling his approach, “a look toward the past that critiques the present and helps us envision the 
future” (34), and later, in Cruising Utopia, finds in hope “a backward glance that enacts a future 
vision” (5). His work also echoes Rich’s call-to-action in “When We Dead Awaken”; both pieces 
present the subject of their work—women’s writing in Rich, queer of color performance in 
Muñoz—as a survival strategy (Rich 18, Muñoz 4). In these formulations from Muñoz—which 
one might even call disidentifications with the theory Eliot laid out in his essay42—I found my 
intervention into the existing fairy-tale scholarship. 
 Over time, while disidentification indeed proved an asset to my understanding of the 
work accomplished by the assembled fairy-tale revisions, undeniable problems with using queer 
to characterize them and the work they performed became apparent. For all its flexibility, queer 
can be overtaxed, applied so widely as to be divested of meaning. To be useful, while it should 
embrace multiplicity in the way Muñoz and others have described, it must also retain its 
relationship to sex(uality) and gender. Thus, to claim that Carter queers desire in her trio of 
“Little Red Riding Hood” revisions is manifestly correct; to write (as I initially did) that 
Oyeyemi queers color/race in boy, snow, bird, sans any connection between racial and sexual 
identity therein, is, at best, a stretch. What I had imagined would be celebratory demonstration of 
queer’s elasticity seemed more accurately well-intentioned but undeniable appropriation. 
Applied wholesale to radical fairy-tale retellings, queer was, indeed, being drained of its 
meaning. In removing disidentification from its necessarily queer context, though, I have been 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
42 Muñoz’s ideas have, I think, a more straightforward and complementary relationship to Rich’s. 
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able to describe precisely the work performed by these fairy-tale hypertexts. Admittedly, Muñoz 
coined the term for use in an entirely different (and necessarily queer) arena, but it both has 
broader application and more productively describes the mode of engagement with the fairy-tale 
canon I observed than does queer.  
 For all that, there are absolutely places in this project where queer helpfully applies. In 
addition to the example from Carter cited above, “The Bloody Chamber” presents a young 
woman grappling with her insuppressible and masochistic attraction to her murderous husband. 
Blancanieves portrays not only Carmen’s non-normative gender expression and resistance to the 
traditional love plot, but also, and ever so casually, the cross-dressing of one of its dwarfs, 
Josefa; decades before that, Sexton’s “Little Red Riding Hood” cast the wolf as a kind of cross-
dresser. There are also Broumas’ poems, which explore the joys and the costs of being a lesbian 
in a doggedly patriarchal society. More often, though, what I found were revisions that 
disidentify particularly with female identity and desire and the position of women in 
heteronormative romantic relationships, not explorations of what can fairly be called queer 
identity and desire. In addition to characterizing the work done by some very recent hypertexts 
(Oyeyemi’s novels; Berger, Breillat, and Leigh’s films), disidentification has also helped to 
clarify the significance of the murky morality of better-studied fairy-tale revisions like Carter’s 
and Sexton’s, to suggest the high stakes of their engagement with classic fairy tales’ patriarchal 
ideology, and simultaneously to account for the restorative dimension inherent in every work of 
adaptation. 
 So while there is certainly a wealth of worthy radical fairy-tale revisions, I have 
encountered surprisingly few compelling, truly queer revisions. Peter Cashorali’s Fairy Tales: 
Traditional Stories Retold for Gay Men is a typical example. Rather than engaging meaningfully 
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with the homophobia of the Grimms’ and others’ tales to which it is explicitly responding, the 
tales in this collection operate at the level of simple substitution. Swap out a princess for a prince 
and you have a gay couple; it’s as simple as that. The collection is infused with gay male 
stereotypes: it is populated by fairy-tale characters re-cast as hairdressers, its Hansel spends his 
time at the witch’s house donning makeup and furs and reenacting Sunset Boulevard, and it is 
littered with references to Judy Garland, Pink Flamingos, and other gay clichés. This is not to 
say that the collection is without value. Because fairy tales have historically dictated “normal” 
social and sexual behavior, Cashorali’s decision to, for example, address the specter of AIDs in 
“Rumpelstiltskin” and to show a same-sex couple engaged in sadomasochistic play in “Beauty 
and the Beast” can help to normalize a range of gay experience. Its work is not disidentificatory, 
however; rather, it simultaneously duplicates the basic plot structures of classic tales while 
invariably replacing their heterosexual characters and relationships with homosexual ones. Its 
kneejerk resistance to fairy-tale tradition is understandable, but unlikely to effect substantive 
change on the fairy-tale canon.  
A more promising example is Emma Donoghue’s collection Kissing the Witch, a queer 
collection of “Old Tales in New Skins.” These “skins” are constituted in part by the creative 
framing device of the collection which links the tales together by having the protagonist of each 
story tell his/her story to the protagonist of the preceding one. It is a formally and thematically 
playful series of revisions that displaces the fairy-tale heroines from their titles, replacing them 
with key motifs instead; “Sleeping Beauty,” for instance, becomes “The Tale of the Needle,” a 
story which pokes fun at the heightened anxiety around a young woman’s loss of virginity, 
rendering the whole thing a joke. It, too, substitutes heterosexual with homosexual relationships, 
but with greater nuance. For example, Cinderella (in “The Tale of the Shoe”) falls not for the 
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prince, but for her fairy godmother, realizing, “I had got the story all wrong. How could I not 
have noticed she was beautiful?” (7). “Snow White” (“The Tale of the Apple”) is more feminist 
than queer, depicting the troubled relationship between stepmother and –daughter as one 
deliberately exacerbated by the patriarch. This queer collection does subvert normativity in some 
structural and significant ways, but it is rare in doing so, leaving much more such work to be 
done, more queer identities and experiences to be explored. 
 Of course, I do not believe there are innate shortcomings to queer revisions of classic 
fairy tales. The issue is rather that there are too few such revisions. The simple substitutive mode 
seen in Cashorali’s book is an early stage in a process that culminates in truly radical revision; 
this is not limited to queer work, but can be found more generally in attempts to revise 
hegemonic tradition. To illustrate, I will pick (on) another example, this time Barbara G. 
Walker’s Feminist Fairy Tales, which was, coincidentally, published only a year before 
Cashorali’s. Before writing these stories, Walker had published monographs on mythology and 
on her experience as a feminist skeptic, both of which undoubtedly inform this volume. (Despite 
its title, it includes revisions of myth, too.) And yet it also opts for easy substitutions instead of 
more nuanced revisions. The story “Snow Night” is a good example of this; its very title signals 
the simple—cute, even—inversions on which it is built, replacing “White” with “Night.”43 
Though it recasts the relationship between stepmother and –daughter as supportive rather than 
competitive, the tale reinscribes central problems of the hypotext: Snow still needs rescuing by 
men when threatened (here, by the huntsman). She still marries Prince Charming, 
heteronormative marriage being its entirely familiar happy ending. Even more problematically, 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
43 I must concede that this retelling does have its moments. For instance, having suggested in her introduction to the 
tale that a hierarchy of female beauty is a “male idea” (19), Walker includes a clever meta-fictional moment in 
which the queen and the huntsman discuss how stepmothers always hate their stepdaughters. The queen dismisses 
this as a ridiculous tradition invented by men (23). 
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the collection as a whole too often renders men violent rapists and invariably presents women as 
strong and apparently flawless individuals. Ultimately, the feminist of the title seems to signal 
these tales’ belief in female superiority, not gender equality, a common misunderstanding of 
feminism that has damaged its reputation. If classic fairy tales too often valorize men (despite 
their considerable flaws), these tales overcorrect by continually valorizing women and 
villainizing men. Indeed, the same phase was seen in the feminist movement itself, which has 
thankfully evolved (for the most part) beyond substitution—“Give women what men have!”—to 
embrace plurality. 
 The radical revisions included in this dissertation demonstrate what this kind of 
disidentificatory engagement might look like, particularly, but not only, as regards female 
identity and desire. Most often they consider the place of the fairy-tale heroine, demonstrating 
the damage done by the patriarchal insistence on curbing her desire and on dictating the terms of 
femininity; in some cases, they imagine an ending (happy or otherwise) for her outside of the 
nuclear family. Along the way, they often expose how patriarchy and its narrow conception of 
heterosexual relationships hurt men, too. But their disidentification by no means stops there. Part 
of the challenge and the joy of these texts is the range of concerns beyond feminist ones they 
address: Blancanieves has as much to say about the stigma of disability as it does non-normative 
gender expression; it also manages to shed light on the handicap of illiteracy, and all while 
disidentifying with film form itself. Freeway, Sleeping Beauty (Leigh), and Barbe blue all 
feature protagonists who are socioeconomically disadvantaged, their poverty leading directly to 
the dangerous fairy-tale scenarios in which they find themselves. Boy, snow, bird explores the 
fiction of whiteness; Barbe bleue the hazard of sibling rivalry; Briar Rose (Coover) and Mr. Fox 
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the significant power wielded by the storyteller. Their investments are multiple, their 
ramifications far-reaching. 
The wave of feminist fairy tales that took off in the 1970s and has yet to slow has fought 
valiantly against the patriarchal conception of femininity as weak and passive. They have 
rejected the supposition that there is an ideal femininity constituted by conformance to pre-set 
standards of beauty and behavior, identifying each of these notions as self-fulfilling constructs 
that ensure the continued subordination of women and perpetuate the absurdly anachronistic idea 
that women are the “weaker sex.” Even Disney, long criticized by fairy-tale scholars, particularly 
Zipes, has gotten in on the action with films like Frozen.44 And in fact, the challenge feminist 
revisions face in revising heteronormativity is not so different from the challenge faced by 
potential queer revisions. Their challenge will be to refuse to subordinate the power and 
flexibility of choice (among a plurality of queer possibilities) to the inflexibility of prescribed 
roles (for instance, one “butch” and one “femme” partner). As homosexuality becomes (slowly) 
normalized in this country, it also becomes subject to further attempts to regulate it, to merely 
supplement the heteronormative mandate with homonormativity.  
 Now more than ever, we need fairy-tale revisions that radically disidentify with queer 
identity and desire, working on and against the heteronormative scripts that continue to dictate 
acceptable social and sexual behavior. The Supreme Court recently made a landmark ruling in 
Obergefell v. Hodges, protecting same-sex marriage, and yielding these words worth repeating: 
No union is more profound than marriage, for it embodies the highest ideals of 
love, fidelity, devotion, sacrifice, and family. In forming a marital union, two 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
44 The film got a lot of attention for, among other things, briefly featuring a gay character. Ahead of its impending 
sequel, a petition has circulated to “make” one of its lead characters, Elsa, gay as well. Arguably more significantly, 
the film is rare (at least for Disney) in its progressive focus on sisterly over romantic love. 
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people become something greater than once they were. As some of the petitioners 
in these cases demonstrate, marriage embodies a love that may endure even past 
death. It would misunderstand these men and women to say they disrespect the 
idea of marriage. Their plea is that they do respect it, respect it so deeply that they 
seek to find its fulfillment for themselves. Their hope is not to be condemned to 
live in loneliness, excluded from one of civilization’s oldest institutions. They ask 
for equal dignity in the eyes of the law. The Constitution grants them that right. 
Following this, it might seem a safer and a better time than ever before to be an “out” queer 
person. But it is important to remember that the decision was a 5-4 split, and that it has recently 
been followed by hate-fueled legislation like North Carolina’s House Bill 2 that prevents 
transgender people from using bathrooms corresponding to the gender with which they identify, 
demonstrating the persistent discrimination against and exclusion of minority subjects in this 
country. In “The Mirror Broken,” Harries writes, “[f]airy tales provide scripts for living, but they 
can also inspire resistance to those scripts, and, in turn, to other apparently predetermined 
patterns” (103). Revisionist fairy tales can literally rewrite those scripts, collectively working to 
normalize the multiplicity of identities made “singular plural” as queer.  
 I have argued that the tales examined in this dissertation demonstrate the inescapable 
costs of womanhood in a persistently patriarchal society. While there are plenty of happy 
endings to be found here—St. John and Daphne of Mr. Fox find their way back to each other; 
Vanessa of Freeway bests Wolverton; Boy in boy, snow, bird sets out to rescue and re-forge a 
relationship with her mother—they are not unmitigated. But there are glimmers of hope, which 
Muñoz theorizes as itself a kind of resistance to the “broken here-and-now” (Cruising Utopia 
12). In his critical trajectory from Disidentifications to Cruising Utopia, Muñoz moves toward 
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hope.45 He calls for us to “think about our lives and times differently, to look beyond a narrow 
vision of the here and now on which so many around us who are bent on the normative count” 
(189). I am not so naïve as to imagine that the creation and dissemination of queer fairy tales will 
lead to the repeal of hateful legislation—the people responsible for and in favor of such laws are 
unlikely to pick up any, much less explicitly queer, fairy-tale revisions, I realize—but I do 
believe such tales can revitalize the genre and work to foster understanding and empathy for the 
characters and situations they portray. Over time, the proliferation of revisionary tales, queer and 
otherwise, will slowly but steadily tip the balance toward radicalism, forever altering fairy-tale 
tradition itself, and making space once more in fairy tales for hope. 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
45 Though it does not forestall the possibility of hope, it is worth re-mentioning that Muñoz specifically defines 
disidentification as not utopian (11). 
 185 
WORKS CITED 
Adams, Douglas. The Hitchhiker’s Guide to the Galaxy. Reissue Edition. Del Ray, 1995. 
Anderson, Graham. Fairytale in the Ancient World. Routledge, 2000. 
Bacchilega, Cristina. Fairy Tales Transformed?: Twenty-First-Century Adaptations & the 
Politics of Wonder. Wayne State University Press, 2013. Series in Fairy-Tale Studies. 
---. Postmodern Fairy Tales: Gender and Narrative Strategies. University of Pennsylvania Press, 
1997. 
Barbe bleue. Dir. Catherine Breillat. Perf. Dominique Thomas, Lola Créton, Marilou Lopes-
Benites, Daphné Baiwir, Lola Giovannetti, Isabelle Lapouge. ARTE France, 2009. 
Barthelme, Donald. Snow White. First Scribner Paperback Fiction Edition. Simon & Schuster, 
1996. 
Beckett, Sandra L. Red Riding Hood for All Ages: A Fairy-Tale Icon in Cross-Cultural Contexts. 
Wayne State University Press, 2009. Series in Fairy-Tale Studies. 
Benet, Vincent J. “Spanish archetypes in transnational cinema: a comparative study of 
iconography.” Journal of Spanish Cultural Studies vol. 16, no. 1, 2015. pp. 9-27. 
Benjamin, Walter. “The Storyteller: Reflections on the Works of Nikolai Leskov.” The Novel: 
An Anthology of Criticism and Theory 1900-2000. Ed. Dorothy J. Hale. Blackwell 
Publishing, 2006. pp. 361-378. 
Benson, Stephen. “Introduction: Fiction and the Contemporaneity of the Fairy Tale.” 
Contemporary Fiction and the Fairy Tale. Ed. Stephen Benson. Wayne State University 
Press, 2008. pp. 1-20. 
---. “The Late Fairy Tales of Robert Coover.” Contemporary Fiction and the Fairy Tale. Ed. 
Stephen Benson. Wayne State University Press, 2008. pp. 124-143. 
 186 
Bettelheim, Bruno. The Uses of Enchantment: The Meaning and Importance of Fairy Tales. 
Penguin, 1978. 
Blancanieves. Dir. Pablo Berger. Perf. Daniel Giménez Cacho, Macarena García, Maribel Verdú. 
Arcadia Motion Pictures, 2012. 
Bloch, Ernst. “The Fairy Tale Moves on Its Own in Time.” Literary Essays. Trans. Andrew 
Joron and Others. Stanford University Press, 1998. 
“Bluebeard: Interview with Catherine Breillat.” Electric Sheep. 16 Jul. 2010. 
Bolaki, Stella. “Four Times Upon a Time: ‘Snow White’ Retold.” Beyond Adaptation: Essays on 
Radical Transformations of Original Works. Eds. Phyllis Frus and Christy Williams. 
McFarland, 2010. pp. 181-193. 
Bottigheimer, Ruth. Fairy Tales: A New History. University of New York Press, 2009. 
Bouchet, Marie. C. “Between Wake and Sleep: Robert Coover’s Briar Rose, A Playful 
Reawakening of The Sleeping Beauty.” Fairy Tales Reimagined: Essays on New 
Retellings. Ed. Susan Redington Bobby. McFarland, 2009. pp. 98-110. 
Broumas, Olga. Beginning with O. Yale University Press. 1977. The Yale Series of Younger 
Poets. 
Canepa, Nancy L. Giambattista Basile’s The Tale of Tales, or Entertainment for Little Ones. 
Wayne State University Press, 2007. Series in Fairy-Tale Studies. 
---. Out of the Woods: The Origins of the Literary Fairy Tale in Italy and France. Wayne State 
University Press, 1997. 
Carter, Angela. The Bloody Chamber and Other Stories. London, 1979. 
---. “The Better to Eat You With.” Shaking a Leg: Journalism and Writings. Ed. Jenny Uglow. 
Chatto & Windu, 1997. pp. 451-454. 
 187 
---. “The German Legends of the Brothers Grimm.” Shaking a Leg: Journalism and Writings. 
Ed. Jenny Uglow. Chatto & Windu, 1997. pp. 465-467. 
---. Little Red Riding Hood, Cinderella, and Other Classic Fairy Tales of Charles Perrault. 
Penguin Books, 2008. 
---. “Notes from the Front Line.” Shaking a Leg: Journalism and Writings. Ed. Jenny Uglow. 
Chatto & Windu, 1997. pp. 36-43. 
---. The Sadeian Woman. Reprint Edition. Penguin Books, 2001. 
Cashorali, Peter. Fairy Tales: Traditional Stories Retold for Gay Men. Harper Collins, 1995. 
Clarke, Kyra. “Surrendering Expectations of the Girl in Julia Leigh’s Sleeping Beauty.” Studies 
in Australasian Cinema vol. 8, no. 1, 2014. pp. 2-15. 
The Company of Wolves. Dir. Neil Jordan. Perf. Angela Lansbury, Sarah Patterson, Micha 
Bergese. Palace Productions, 1984. 
Coover, Robert. Briar Rose. Grove Press, 1996. 
Donoghue, Emma. Kissing the Witch: Old Tales in New Skins. HarperCollins, 1997. 
Edelman, Lee. No Future: Queer Theory and the Death Drive. Duke University Press, 2004. 
Series Q. 
Eliot, T. S. “Tradition and the Individual Talent.” Selected Prose of T. S. Eliot. Ed. Frank 
Kermode. Mariner Books, 1975. 
Fischer, Meredith. “Snow White Wars: Adapting Animation in Donald Barthelme’s Snow 
White.” Literature Film Quarterly vol. 44, no. 1, 2016. pp. 34-47. 
Freeway. Dir. Matthew Bright. Perf. Reese Witherspoon, Kiefer Sutherland. Multicom 
Entertainment Group Inc., 1996. 
 188 
Gamble, Sarah. “Penetrating to the Heart of the Bloody Chamber: Angela Carter and the Fairy 
Tale.” Contemporary Fiction and the Fairy Tale. Ed. Stephen Benson. Wayne State 
University Press, 2008. pp. 20-46. 
Genette, Gérard. Palimpsests: Literature in the Second Degree. Trans. Channa Newman and 
Claude Doubinsky. University of Nebraska Press, 1997. 
Gilbert, Sandra M. and Susan Gubar. “Snow White and Her Wicked Stepmother.” The Classic 
Fairy Tales. Ed. Maria Tatar. W. W. Norton & Company, Inc., 2002. pp. 291-297. 
Greenhill, Pauline. “‘Fitcher’s [Queer] Bird’: A Fairy-Tale Heroine and Her Avatars.” Marvels 
& Tales vol. 22, no. 1, 2008. pp. 143-167. 
Haase, Donald. “Feminist Fairy-Tale Scholarship.” Fairy Tales and Feminism: New Approaches. 
Ed. Donald Haase. Wayne State University Press, 2004. Series in Fairy-Tale Studies. pp. 
1-36. 
---. “Yours, Mine, or Ours? Perrault, the Brothers Grimm, and the Ownership of Fairy Tales.” 
The Classic Fairy Tales. Ed. Maria Tatar. Norton Critical Edition. W. W. Norton & 
Company, Inc., 1999. pp. 353-364. 
Harries, Elizabeth Wanning. “The Mirror Broken: Women’s Autobiography and Fairy Tales.” 
Fairy Tales and Feminism: New Approaches. Ed. Donald Haase. Wayne State University 
Press, 2004. Series in Fairy-Tale Studies. pp. 99-112. 
---. Twice upon a Time: Women Writers and the History of the Fairy Tale. Princeton University 
Press, 2001. 
hooks, bell. Feminism is for Everybody: Passionate Politics. South End Press, 2000. 
---. “To Love Justice.” Mirror, Mirror on the Wall: Women Writers Explore Their Favorite 
Fairy Tales. Ed. Kate Bernheimer. Anchor, 1998. pp. 178-185. 
 189 
Hutcheon, Linda with Siobhan O’Flynn. A Theory of Adaptation. 2nd ed. Routledge, 2013. 
Jones, Steven Swann. Fairy Tales: The Magic Mirror of Imagination. Twayne Publishers, 1995. 
Twayne’s Studies in Literary Themes and Genres. 
Jordan, Justine. “Mr. Fox by Helen Oyeyemi – Review.” The Guardian. 10 June 2011. 
Khakpour, Porochista. “White Lies: ‘Boy, Snow, Bird,’ by Helen Oyeyemi.” The New York 
Times. 27 Feb. 2014. 
Kristeva, Julia. The Powers of Horror: An Essay on Abjection. Reprint Edition. Trans. Leon S. 
Roudiez. Columbia University Press, 1982. European Perspectives Series. 
Kusnír, Jaroslav. “Subversion of myths: high and low cultures in Donald Barthelme’s Snow 
White and Robert Coover’s Briar Rose.” European Journal of American Culture vol. 23, 
no. 1, 2004. pp. 31-49. 
Lau, Kimberly J. “A Desire for Death: The Grimms’ Sleeping Beauty in The Bloody Chamber.” 
Transgressive Tales: Queering the Grimms. Eds. Kay Turner and Pauline Greenhill. 
Wayne State University Press, 2012. pp. 121-139. Series in Fairy-Tale Studies. 
Lopez, Robert. “There’s a Fine, Fine Line.” Lyrics. Perf. Stephanie A’Abruzzo. Avenue Q. BMG 
Music, 2003. 
Lüthi, Max. The European Folktale: Form and Nature. Trans. John D. Niles. Indiana University 
Press, 1986. 
---. Once Upon a Time: On the Nature of Fairy Tales. Trans. Lee Chadeayne and Paul Gottwald. 
Indiana University Press, 1976. 
Makinen, Merja. “Theorizing Fairy-Tale Fiction, Reading Jeanette Winterson.” Contemporary 
Fiction and the Fairy Tale. Ed. Stephen Benson. Wayne State University Press, 2008. pp. 
144-177. 
 190 
Muñoz, José Esteban. Cruising Utopia: The Then and There of Queer Futurity. NYU Press, 
2009. 
---. Disidentifications: Queers of Color and the Performance of Politics. University of Minnesota 
Press, 1999. Cultural Studies of the Americas. 
The New International Version of The Holy Bible. Zondervan Publishing House, 1988. 
Obergefell v. Hodges. 576 U. S. Supreme Court. 2015. 
Opie, Iona and Peter Opie, eds. The Classic Fairy Tales. Oxford University Press, 1974. 
Orenstein, Catherine. Little Red Riding Hood Uncloaked: Sex, Morality, and the Evolution of a 
Fairy Tale. Basic Books, 2002. 
Oyeyemi, Helen. boy, snow, bird. Penguin Group (USA) LLC, 2014. 
---. Mr. Fox. Riverhead Books, 2011. 
Pharr, Suzanne. Homophobia: A Weapon of Sexism. Expanded edition. Womens Project, 1997. 
Preston, Cathy Lynn. “Disrupting the Boundaries of Genre and Gender: Postmodernism and the 
Fairy Tale.” Fairy Tales and Feminism: New Approaches. Ed. Donald Haase. Wayne 
State University Press, 2004. pp. 197-212. 
Propp, Vladimir. The Morphology of the Folktale, Trans. Laurence Scott. Ed. Louis A. Wagner. 
2nd ed. University of Texas Press, 2001. 
Redies, Sünje. “Return with New Complexities: Robert Coover’s Briar Rose.” Marvels & Tales 
vol. 18, no.1, 2004. pp. 9-27. 
Reynolds, Kendra. “A Rude Awakening: Sleeping Beauty as a Metaphor for the Slumber of Post-
Feminism.” Journal of International Women’s Studies vol. 16, no. 1, Nov. 2014, pp. 34-
46. 
 191 
Rich, Adrienne. “When We Dead Awaken: Writing as Re-Vision.” College English vol. 34, no. 
1, Oct. 1972, pp. 18-25. 
Rigol, Rosemarie M. “Fairy Tales and Curiosity: Exploratory Behavior in Literature for Children 
or the Futile Attempt to Keep Girls from the Spindle.” Curiosity and Exploration. Eds. 
Heidi Keller, Klaus Schneider, and Bruce Henderson. Springer, 1994. pp. 15-29. 
Sale, Roger. Fairy Tales and After: From Snow White to E. B. White. Revised edition. Harvard 
University Press, 1929. Harvard Paperbacks. 
Sexton, Anne. Transformations. Mariner Books, 1971. 
Sleeping Beauty. Dir. Julia Leigh. Perf. Emily Browning, Ewen Leslie, Rachael Blake. Screen 
Australia, 2011. 
Snowden, Kim. “Fairy Tale Film in the Classroom: Feminist Cultural Pedagogy, Angela Carter, 
and Neil Jordan’s The Company of Wolves.” Fairy Tale Films: Visions of Ambiguity. Eds. 
Pauline Greenhill and Sidney Eve Matrix. Utah State University Press, 2010. pp. 157-
177.  
Snyder, Jane McIntosh. “Epilogue: Sappho and Modern American Women Poets.” Lesbian 
Desire in the Lyrics of Sappho. Columbia University Press, 1997. pp. 123-160. 
Sondheim, Stephen. “Hello, Little Girl.” Lyrics. Perf. Robert Westenberg, Danielle Ferland. Into 
the Woods. Masterworks Broadway, 2011. 
Stone, Kay. Some Day Your Witch Will Come. Wayne State University Press, 2008. Series in 
Fairy-Tale Studies. 
Susina, Jan. “Blancanieves dir. by Pablo Berger (review).” Marvels & Tales vol. 29, no. 1, 2015. 
pp. 165-167. 
Tatar, Maria, ed. The Annotated Classic Fairy Tales. W. W. Norton & Company, Inc., 2002. 
 192 
---, ed. The Classic Fairy Tales. Norton Critical Edition. W. W. Norton & Company, Inc., 1999 
---. Enchanted Hunters: The Power of Stories in Childhood. W. W. Norton & Company, Inc., 
2009. 
---. The Hard Facts of the Grimms’ Fairy Tales. Princeton University Press, 1987. 
---. Introduction. The Cambridge Companion to Fairy Tales. Ed. Maria Tatar. Cambridge 
University Press, 2015. pp. 1-10. Cambridge Companions to Literature. 
---. Secrets beyond the Door: The Story of Bluebeard and His Wives. Princeton University Press, 
2004. 
Teverson, Andrew. Fairy Tale. Routledge, 2013. The New Critical Idiom. 
Tiffin, Jessica. Marvelous Geometry: Narrative and Metafiction in Modern Fairy Tale. Wayne 
State University Press, 2009. Series in Fairy-Tale Studies. 
Tosenberger, Catherine. “The True (False) Bride and the False (True) Bridegroom: 'Fitcher's 
Bird' and Gendered Virtue and Villainy.” Transgressive Tales: Queering the Grimms. 
Eds. Kay Turner and Pauline Greenhill. Wayne State University Press, 2012. pp. 207-
221. Series in Fairy-Tale Studies. 
Turner, Kay, and Pauline Greenhill. Introduction: Once Upon a Queer Time. Transgressive 
Tales: Queering the Grimms. Wayne State University Press, 2012. pp. 1-24. Series in 
Fairy-Tale Studies. 
Von Franz, Marie-Louise. An Introduction to the Interpretation of Fairy Tales. Spring 
Publications, 1970. 
---. The Feminine in Fairy Tales. Revised Edition. Shambhala, 2001. 
Walker, Barbara G. Feminist Fairy Tales. HarperCollins, 1996. 
 193 
Warner, Marina. From the Beast to the Blonde: On Fairy Tales and Their Tellers. Farrar, Straus 
and Giroux, 1996.  
---. “How Fairytales Grew up.” The Guardian 12 Dec. 2014. 
---. Once Upon a Time: A Short History of Fairy Tale. Oxford University Press, 2014. 
Wheatley, Catherine. “The New Eve: Faith, Femininity, and the Fairy Tale in Catherine 
Breillat’s Barbe bleue/Bluebeard (2009).” Studies in European Cinema vol. 10, no. 1, 
2013. pp. 71-80. 
Wolf, Naomi. The Beauty Myth: How Images of Beauty Are Used Against Women. Reprint 
edition. Harper Perennial, 2002. 
Woolf, Virginia. The Waves. Harcourt, Inc., 1931. 
Yue, Genevieve. “Two Sleeping Beauties.” Film Quarterly, vol. 65, no. 5, Spring 2012. pp. 33-
37. 
Zipes, Jack. The Brothers Grimm: From Enchanted Forests to the Modern World. 2nd ed. 
Palgrave Macmillan, 2002. 
---. Fairy Tale as Myth: Myth as Fairy Tale. The University Press of Kentucky, 1994. Clark 
Lectures. 
---. The Irresistible Fairy Tale: The Cultural and Social History of a Genre. Princeton University 
Press, 2013. 
---. “On the Use and Abuse of Folk and Fairy Tales with Children.” Children’s Literature 
Association Quarterly. 1978, pp. 113-122. 
---. Relentless Progress: The Reconfiguration of Children’s Literature, Fairy Tales, and 
Storytelling. Routledge, 2009. 
---. Why Fairy Tales Stick: The Evolution and Relevance of a Genre. Routledge, 2006. 
